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Positive Psychology: Where Did It Come 
from, Where is It Going? 


Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Jeanne Nakamura 


The Prehistory 


It is very strange to be caught up trying to 
describe, let alone explain, a historical change of 
which one has been a part. One comes away with 
renewed respect for the Herculean task histori- 
ans are trying to accomplish, and with a better 
understanding of how psychological processes 
are involved in reporting the past for a future 
audience. 

Ten years ago my wife and I (the first author) 
took a week off in the middle of winter and 
rented a tropical hut at a resort on the Big Island 
of Hawaii. After a few days, completely unex- 
pectedly, I ran into a hearty fellow walking along 
the beach who introduced himself as Marty 
Seligman. Of course we knew about each other’s 
work, and we had passed each other at confer- 
ences before, but we had never really had a 
chance to talk. 

It turned out that Marty and his family were 
spending a week at the same resort we were. For 
the rest of our stay, at breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner, we exchanged ideas as to what we thought 
the future of psychology ought to be. This ques- 
tion was especially timely for Marty because the 
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following year he was going to take over the 
presidency of the American Psychological 
Association, and he was thinking about the kind 
of legacy he would like to leave behind. 

We both had had somewhat unusual careers as 
psychologists. Marty made his fame at Cornell 
with his studies of learned helplessness in dogs, 
which turned out to be among the last nails ham- 
mered into the coffin of pure behaviorism. After 
discovering that dogs could develop what 
amounted to a pessimistic worldview if they 
were shocked often enough, he realized that the 
opposite could also be true: namely, if an organ- 
ism was consistently rewarded, it would develop 
an optimistic disposition. This conclusion fit 
better with his value system (Marty occasionally 
wishes he had become a rabbi when he grew up), 
and so he was ready to pursue the implications of 
what he had come to call learned optimism. 

As for myself, I had always been interested in 
how to improve the quality of life. Perhaps 
because after a fairly idyllic childhood I witnessed 
some of the misery of World War II, I came to an 
early belief that life can be either rather pleasant, 
or horrible—and that the difference usually 
hinges on human choice. I had become interested 
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in psychology after reading Carl Jung, who 
looked at the tragic predicament of humankind 
with an unflinching yet optimistic gaze. 

After more than three decades as a psycholo- 
gist, however, I had become dissatisfied with 
much of what I was teaching my graduate stu- 
dents. Most of the research, and the conceptual 
framework that generated it, seemed artificial— 
constrained by the very experimental methodol- 
ogy that was supposed to vouch for the validity 
of the findings. And the basic assumptions about 
human beings seemed to be that we were ran- 
domly assembled organisms that had to enact 
passively the behaviors that were programmed 
into our genes. 

So it turned out that Marty and I had much to 
talk about. Our basic concerns zeroed in on one 
question: What could we do to bring back into 
the discourse of psychology some of the concepts 
we found were so important to understand for a 
life worth living, yet were so rarely addressed by 
psychology, such as courage, generosity, creativ- 
ity, joy, and gratitude? 

The rest, as they say, is history—perhaps only 
the history of psychology, but in some small way 
perhaps also part of the history of our culture 
as well. 

This is the easy part. But the more difficult 
questions to answer are: Why did we embark on 
this path? What exactly were we hoping to 
accomplish? What did we do to make it happen? 
How does what has happened resemble our 
intentions? What is likely to happen next? 

I can certainly try to answer some of these 
questions, but by no means all. Of course the 
answers are going to be shaped by my own per- 
sonal experiences, and so in no sense are they 
going to be objective, impartial, or true in some 
absolute sense. 

Before starting on this task of remembering 
and recording, I would like to share a perception 
of cultural change that I think is valid and that 
colors everything I have to say about this matter 
from now on. It concerns a distinction that some 
philosophers make between the world as history 
and the world as nature. The claim is that when 
a successful change is introduced into society, 
those involved in it see that change as their own 
doing—their actions made history. But after a 
generation or two, the change has become so 
much a part of everyday life that people see it as 
part of nature—like the weather, or the shape of 
the ground on which they live. 

A good example is the creation of the American 
Constitution. The Founding Fathers who put 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


their signatures to it believed that the document 
represented their true beliefs, their aspirations, 
and their reasoned knowledge about human 
nature and about society. They were aware that 
they were making history, but I don’t think there 
is evidence that they thought the Constitution 
was supposed to be taken as a law of nature—like 
the tides or like gravity. That fundamentalist 
attitude developed later. 

There are very few institutions, if any, that do 
not go through such a reversal in perspective— 
being seen by the founders as the result of 
human agency, to be changed as conditions and 
knowledge change, and then gradually becoming 
more and more of a rigid and closed system. It 
happened to Christianity and to the Boy Scouts; 
to Frank Lloyd Wright’s architectural style and 
to Socialism as a form of government; to General 
Motors and to IBM. I hope against hope that it 
will not happen to positive psychology. 

The problem with the transition from the 
world as history to the world as nature is that the 
original energy that created the change becomes 
reified into a dogma, a church, a form of govern- 
ment, or an artistic style. And more often than 
not, in the process of reification, the spirit that 
animated the change drops into the background, 
while the superficial forms come to the fore- 
ground. No matter how liberating Christianity 
was originally, it took only a few generations 
before it became in its turn an institution 
embroiled in greed and oppression. 

How does this apply to positive psychology? 
Well, for instance, one of the motives that 
prompted Marty Seligman to change psychology 
from deficit-orientation to strength-orientation 
was that he believed psychologists could contrib- 
ute much more than what they were doing at 
the time. “There is so much work for psycholo- 
gists to do,” he kept saying, “and so few jobs for 
psychologists.” I thought this was a perceptive 
observation, one that added an important reason 
to push for change. 

So, 10 years later, Seligman’s wish (and mine) 
has been in part realized. Hundreds of new life 
coaches are spreading the good news of positive 
psychology far and wide, and presumably making 
a living at it. The problem is that when a person 
charges for a specific service, he or she cannot be 
as critical of it, lest the clients begin to suspect 
that the goods provided are not as advertised. So 
life coaches need theories of happiness, and inter- 
ventions that produce them, that are beyond 
change and improvement. Whether they can 
resist this pressure or not remains to be seen. 
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If they do not, it will create a tension that will, in 
asmall way, recapitulate the tension that resulted 
in psychology at large when the needs of clini- 
cians began to take precedence over those of 
scholars and researchers. 

So this is where the development of positive 
psychology replicates the development of insti- 
tutions in general. The Christian Church, for 
example, began to feel this kind of pressure as 
soon as it became successful—a few hundred 
years after its tentative beginnings. When the 
emperor Constantine converted in 313 AD and 
became patron of the church, suddenly quite a 
lot of real estate became available to the formerly 
embattled religion. Large fields were given to 
bishops, smaller plots to the lower clergy. But 
who qualified to receive them? Could anyone 
stand up and say, “I am a good Christian and 
willing to be a good shepherd to my flock; please 
give me a parish plus a horse, two cows, and four 
pigs”? No, that could get awkward—a lot of pho- 
nies would benefit from the emperor’s largesse. 
So the church elders decided that they had to 
develop rules and procedures for consecrating 
priests and bishops. 

Does that sound familiar? These days, of 
course, instead of Holy Roman Emperors we 
have NIMH, insurance companies, and HMOs, 
but the question is very much the same: Who is 
qualified to provide therapy, or coaching, and 
what does such a person need to be like? If we are 
not careful, that question is likely to lead to a 
premature rigidity about what should be the 
priority of positive psychology—to understand 
what makes life better and society more uplift- 
ing. But I am digressing... let us return to con- 
sider the flow of events. 


Next Moves 


Having agreed with Marty that something 
should be done to redress the imbalance between 
negative and positive perspectives in psychology, 
the question became, what should we do? The 
very first decisions we made in retrospect seem 
to have been sound. 

First of all, we never thought of this new 
development as being in any way antagonistic to 
existing psychology. It was to be an enrichment 
of the status quo, not a rejection of it. Neither one 
of us even thought of abandoning the scientific 
method or ignoring the history of past findings. 
Although at the time we did not discuss it, this 
decision set the course of positive psychology 
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CHAPTER 1. POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY 5 


apart from that of its predecessor, humanistic 
psychology, which from its inception harbored a 
deep suspicion of the scientific method as applied 
to human affairs. 

Second, we decided that the best course would 
be to concentrate on involving young scholars 
rather than established ones. This was based, at 
least in part, on Thomas Kuhn's dictum that 
senior scholars will rarely adopt a paradigm shift 
in their own lifetime. Although we did not think 
of what we were doing as shifting paradigms, it 
made sense to expect that there would be more 
excitement about these ideas among young 
scholars who had not already devoted their 
careers to an alternative perspective. 

So Marty and I wrote letters to 50 of the most 
influential psychologists in the country, asking 
them if they would nominate a former student 
of theirs who was still under 40 years of age, who 
was in sympathy with what we were trying to 
do, and who had a good chance to be the head of 
a psychology department by the time he or she 
was in the fifth decade of his or her life. Every 
one responded to the request, and we invited the 
50 nominees to send us a CV and some writings 
if they were interested in joining us for a relax- 
ing week of conversations on an undeveloped 
beach on the “Riviera Maya” of Mexico. Forty- 
five of the nominees sent in materials, and we 
selected 18 of them. 

This is what resulted in Akumal I, a delightful 
and stimulating meeting conducted mostly in 
swimsuits and flip-flops in a trio of adjacent 
villas, one of which originally belonged to the 
Grateful Dead. Besides the 18 who were invited, 
we also had with us Dr. and Mrs. Don Clifton and 
Dr. and Mrs. Ray Fowler. Don Clifton was the 
CEO of Gallup and had developed an approach to 
management based on developing one’s strengths 
rather than fixing one's weaknesses. Ray Fowler 
was then the supremely qualified CEO of the 
American Psychological Association. 

This meeting (and Akumal II a year later) 
established a strong foundation for what later 
became positive psychology. The style of meet- 
ings was itself an attempt to break the mold of 
the typical psychology meetings: alternating 
informal but intense conversations with walks 
on the beach and snorkeling; good local dishes in 
the evening followed by volunteers reading their 
favorite poetry; and discussing it in a circle 
around the living room... I can speak only for 
myself, but after the Akumal experience I real- 
ized that believing in the importance of positive 
psychology leads to the conclusion that there is 
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6 PART I. INTRODUCTORY PERSPECTIVES 


nothing about our ways of doing business that 
needs to be boring, constricting, and alienating— 
not the way we talk to each other, the way we 
teach, or the way we express ideas. 

The success of Akumal I convinced Marty and 
me that we had been right: there was a need for 
bringing back virtues, strengths, and values into 
mainstream psychology. This began a period of 
heavy lifting, done mostly by Marty, which 
resulted in putting the perspective on a more 
secure footing. 


From 1999 to 2009: The First Decade 


What Marty accomplished in these years was 
nothing short of incredible. Helped at first by the 
“bully pulpit” of his APA presidency, he was able 
to convince foundations (starting with the 
Templeton Foundation) of the importance of our 
ideas. The funds helped to defray the costs of the 
two Akumal meetings; a series of summer work- 
shops at which other young scholars were 
exposed to positive psychology by Akumal vet- 
erans; and the positive psychology prizes that 
went to young investigators (which, with a top 
prize of $100,000, were the most lavish of 
their kind in psychology). In other words, these 
funds helped to create a field, or the human 
infrastructure that is needed to carry a set of 
ideas forward. 

But a field by itself cannot carry an idea for- 
ward without being able to draw on a domain, 
which is the set of rules, procedures, and knowl- 
edge that distinguishes one set of ideas from 
another. In many ways, the domain had already 
been maturing, even if not self-consciously, in 
parallel with the development of psychology at 
large. The writings of Maslow, Antonovsky, and 
Rogers, to name just a few, had kept alive a 
dimension of psychological thought that was 
eclipsed for so long under the hegemony first of 
behaviorism and psychoanalytic thought, and 
later of cognitive psychology. 

More recent psychologists like Ed Diener, 
David Myers, Marty Seligman, and Rick Snyder— 
again to mention only a few—were also writing 
about what now we would consider to be “posi- 
tive psychology.” However, because these various 
scholars did not consciously identify themselves 
with a particular perspective, their work remained 
isolated and peculiar exceptions to the main 
domain, without an identity of their own. 

But it did not take long for a younger genera- 
tion of researchers to change this state of affairs 
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after Akumal presented an alternative. The first 
decade has been extraordinarily rich in contribu- 
tions to what will eventually become the domain 
of positive psychology. The names of the young 
Akumal participants have become stars of this 
new field: Shane Lopez, Ursula Staudinger, Lisa 
Aspinwall, and Corey Keyes have edited collec- 
tions, handbooks, and encyclopedias; Sonja 
Lyubomirsky, Jon Haidt, Ken Sheldon, and 
Barbara Fredrickson have written important 
books that have become centerpieces of the posi- 
tive psychology reading list. 

Having just taught the first year of the first 
doctoral program in positive psychology, which 
have started at Claremont Graduate 
University, it seems clear that a domain is in the 
process of evolving. The database that Marty 
Seligman and Chris Peterson have collected on 
human strengths and virtues provides an enor- 
mously rich empirical foundation with impor- 
tant implications for clinical psychology, 
coaching, and interventions for improving the 
quality of life. Topics like savoring, mindfulness, 
flow, forgiveness, and humor—among others— 
are becoming legitimate concepts in the disci- 
pline, generating new research and applications. 


we 


The Future 


If it is difficult to describe the past, it is of course 
impossible to describe what is yet to be. As a 
graduate student, I (the second author) watched 
the first stirrings of positive psychology with 
avid interest. I recall seeing listeners moved to 
tears during Martin Seligman’s presidential call 
to arms at the 1998 American Psychological 
Association meeting in San Francisco. I remem- 
ber seeing them rise to applaud at its conclusion. 
A decade later, against such a backdrop, it is 
tempting to think not in terms of whether 
there will be a future, but of what the best future 
might be. 

As a prologue to peering into the future, it is 
worth dwelling on one exceptional feature of 
the launching of positive psychology that also 
provides a useful tool for thinking about what 
that future is likely to be. Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi made a deliberate decision at 
the outset of their undertaking to apply the sys- 
tems model of creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1988) to the seeding of positive psychology. 
The model suggested that the birth of a self- 
conscious subdiscipline would require doing two 
things: first, delineating the domain—a body of 
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knowledge, collection of accepted tools, and set of 
animating questions and commitments—and 
second, mobilizing a field that would attract indi- 
viduals to work in the domain and encourage and 
reward promising contributions to the body of 
knowledge. As the first half of the present chap- 
ter detailed, those efforts gained traction rapidly 
on both fronts, and the result has been a broadly 
defined subdiscipline, significant new knowledge, 
and an engaged, increasingly global community. 

Looking ahead, one can envision various nega- 
tive futures, of course, ranging from waning of 
interest to excessive enthusiasm that leads to 
premature implementations and exaggerated 
expectations. Ideas can lose credibility for a vari- 
ety of reasons: because they fail to stand up to 
public scrutiny, because they promise much and 
deliver little, or because their proponents are 
self-serving and use the ideas to their personal 
advantage. All of these developments, and more, 
could derail the growth of positive psychology. 
Therefore, it is not too early to consider what 
needs to be done for this perspective to survive 
and prosper. 

Keeping in mind the systems model, what 
might it take to create a positive future for posi- 
tive psychology—to keep it vibrant and relevant 
while moving forward? What are the priorities— 
to nurture the domain, the field, or both? And 
toward what ends? 

Different futures have been proposed with 
respect to the domain. According to some, posi- 
tive psychology should seek to move toward a 
body of knowledge that is unified by a single, 
overarching theory of human flourishing. The 
goal: a fully fleshed out and scientifically 
grounded psychology of well-being. 

According to others, the study of positive phe- 
nomena, and a positive perspective on psycho- 
logical functioning, should ultimately be 
integrated with the rest of the knowledge in 
established subdisciplines such as social psychol- 
ogy, the psychology of the emotions, clinical 
psychology, and organizational psychology. 
Within this view, neither a single universal 
theory, nor even the persistence of a separate 
positive psychology, is the goal. Instead, the ulti- 
mate aim is the balanced understanding of each 
sphere of functioning. What these two views 
have in common is an effort to define now how 
the domain should look in the future. 

A third possible look ahead eschews this telic 
perspective. Instead, the best future for the 
domain—whatever it might be—will arise from 
rallying around a shared purpose and a shared 
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set of questions or problems and letting the 
domain evolve organically. 

These different futures of the domain imply 
different agendas for the field of positive psy- 
chology. Unless the domain of positive psychol- 
ogy ultimately is completely absorbed into 
existing subdisciplines, it seems likely that the 
majority of positive psychologists will continue 
to hold “dual citizenship,” belonging to the posi- 
tive psychology community and to the commu- 
nity of (for example) cognitive psychologists, 
personality psychologists, or developmental psy- 
chologists. In other words, there will continue to 
be a vigorous, cooperative community of positive 
psychologists, actively engaged in exchange 
about the many aspects of human flourishing 
and its conditions. In addition, if the present pre- 
dicts the future, this field will continue to be an 
increasingly global community. 

Positive psychology is shaped not only by its 
own internal dynamics but also by interaction 
with external systems. What does this imply for 
its possible futures? One reason for the rapid 
growth of positive psychology has been the tre- 
mendous interest in “positive interventions.” 
In any sustainable future, positive psychologists 
will have to maintain a healthy interaction 
between advances in basic knowledge and the 
development and deployment of applications of 
this knowledge. The eagerness for application 
can protect the basic science of positive psychol- 
ogy from the kind of insularity that leads to self- 
referentiality and even irrelevance. At the same 
time, premature application can pose a threat to 
good basic science, which takes time, and needs 
to remain willing to discard promising ideas that 
don't hold up under scrutiny. 

In the United States, positive psychology's 
most salient reference point in applied psychol- 
ogy has been clinical; as a result, the field has 
been fastest to respond to the demand for inter- 
ventions targeted at the direct increase of indi- 
vidual well-being, for example, through coaching 
and personal exercises. In the positive psychology 
community as a whole, it seems clear that the 
future of applied work will encompass both these 
interventions at the individual level and ones 
aimed at the institutional and aggregate levels. 
Efforts to develop national indicators of well- 
being and a positive psychology of environmen- 
tal stewardship are examples. That is, the best 
future for positive psychology may be as herald- 
ing a positive social science, contributing directly 
to the enhancement of individual well-being and 
to the creation of flourishing institutions, and 


10/8/2010 9:55:54 AM 


56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 
106 
107 
108 
109 
110 


o ON DUN RF WN Be 


uu bk BR RDA RDA RA RB WWWWWWWwWWWNNNNNNNNNNKRP KR BB BB Be ee E 
FOO AN DUHUKRWNKF TKO ANA ûi î û NR € € AN AUKRWNH TOO AN DAU RBWBNHO 


01_Sheldon_Chapter-01.indd 8 


® 


8 PART I. INTRODUCTORY PERSPECTIVES 


improving societal conditions in ways that 
impact individual well-being indirectly but on a 
wider scale. 

These conditions include, but are not limited 
to, the family, the school, the workplace, cultural 
institutions, and the neighborhood. The argu- 
ment can be made that by improving such condi- 
tions of existence we can achieve the goals of 
positive psychology as well as, if not better than, 
by focusing on individual traits such as opti- 
mism, hope, or gratitude. At the very least, it is 
clear that the two directions of research and 
intervention—the first focusing on the person, 
the second on the conditions of life—are mutu- 
ally supportive of each other. 

Thus far, positive psychology has only begun 
to enter the second of these realms of research 
and practice. Most headway has been made in the 
application of positive psychology principles to 
the workplace. Positive organizational psychol- 
ogy has become another vital subfield in the U.S., 
with an emphasis on the improvement of work- 
ing life. Education is also beginning to receive 
significant attention. 

But the potential applications of positive psy- 
chology are almost limitless, ranging from the 
design of computer games to that of urban com- 
munities, from political decisions to the protec- 
tion of the environment. Of course, the very 
vastness of the scope of applications should be 
sobering to those who pursue this second direc- 
tion because it invites shallowness and grandios- 
ity. We must be aware of the huge responsibility 
attending the great promise and proceed with 
creative humility (two of the VIA virtues). 

Some of the insights of positive psychology 
seem ready-made to help build a positive future. 
First, we have learned that positive emotions 
open up new ways of thinking and acting 
(Fredrickson, 2009). Positive psychology began in 
Akumal in a spirit of joy and curiosity. This spirit 
has been replicated on much larger stages—for 
instance, at the Fourth European Conference on 
Positive Psychology held in Opatija, Croatia, in 
2008, where more than 500 participants from all 
over the world were joined by a common focus 
and excitement about each other’s work; or the 
symposium held in 2009 at our campus in 
Claremont, attended by 650 enthusiastic partici- 
pants and 150 more who followed the event by 
webcast. In the interest of the growth of the 
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domain, one hopes this spirit will continue to 
prevail. 

Second is the blindingly simple fact that—to 
invoke Chris Peterson's (2006) words—other 
people matter. Positive psychology has been a 
notably collegial community, particularly for 
one originated by a group of senior scientists 
from very different backgrounds, all eminent in 
their own rights. Perhaps this is in part because 
of their deliberate emphasis on nurturing rising 
generations of scholars from the outset, through 
training institutes and fellowships. In the inter- 
est of the health of the field, may it continue to 
be so. 

Third is the importance of hope, and a sense of 
meaning and purpose achieved through working 
for the welfare of others (e.g., Emmons, 2003). 
Looking ahead, we suggest that the most desir- 
able future of positive psychology will encom- 
pass a vibrant, rigorous basic science joined to 
the applied purpose of contributing in multiple 
ways to positive human development, and the 
increase of global well-being. 
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Challenges, Pitfalls, and Aspirations for 


Positive Psychology 


Todd B. Kashdan and Michael F. Steger 


This book roughly coincides with the completion 
of the first decade of the popular “positive psy- 
chology” movement (conceived in Seligman, 
1998, and kicked off with Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). In this relatively brief 
time frame, several demonstrable accomplish- 
ments have been marked, ranging from the 
development of efficacious interventions to 
influencing several countries to use well-being 
rather than economic indicators to assess societal 
progress. It has been an exciting decade, and in 
the chapters that follow this preface, the reader 
will find an impressive array of scientific discov- 
eries. In addition, an enormously compelling pic- 
ture of the future of positive psychology is laid 
out in these wide-ranging contributions, offer- 
ing glimpses of the biological, social, psychologi- 
cal, organizational, and evolutionary landscape 
of “optimal human being” (cf. Sheldon, 2004). 
However, the goal of this book is not boosterism 
but rather to take the opportunity to take stock 
of 10 years of positive psychology. Along with 
impressive advancements, we find that a sober 
appraisal suggests that the movement is facing 
challenges as the second decade of its existence 
approaches. 
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An initial challenge is the lack of clarity 
on which research topics constitute “positive 
psychology.” One common feeling is that positive 
psychology is the scientific effort to improve peo- 
ple’s lives. Research on a variety of desirable 
human qualities has proliferated under the banner 
of positive psychology, and few would argue that 
learning how to instill meaning, curiosity, hope, 
and motivation fails to work toward this goal. 
But aren’t those who study cognitive errors, 
biases, or mental health disorders also trying to 
improve people’s quality of life? Can’t the study 
of human frailty also fit under this constitution 
of positive psychology? If nearly all research can 
be construed as positive psychology, though, 
then the label is meaningless. But if studying 
only trendy-sounding topics counts as positive 
psychology research, the movement may fail to 
generate sound, comprehensive science and will 
quickly drift toward the fringe. Given the shift 
in government funding priorities away from 
the positive back to the treatment of mental dis- 
orders, this may already be occurring. 

For many positive psychology researchers, 
there is often a one-sided focus on desirable- 
sounding constructs and topics, with new, exotic 
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terms like self-compassion or state cheerfulness 
proliferating. Surely “negative” human experi- 
ences and characteristics, such as regret or per- 
fectionism, are not just bad things to be avoided 
and minimized—they may also be essential chal- 
lenges, springboards to higher peaks. Just as 
the possible benefits of the bad often seem 
neglected, the limits of the good are rarely con- 
sidered. Too much curiosity could lead to obses- 
sions and nosiness; too little guilt could lead to 
antisocial behavior and a failure to learn from 
mistakes; and too much purpose in life could lead 
to monomaniacal obsession. To date, positive 
psychology researchers have had little to say 
about the yin and yang of positive and negative, 
the dialectical tension between stress and growth. 
Marcus Aurelius said, “in all things, modera- 
tion,” and Aristotle extolled the golden mean. 
Does this apply to an optimal balance or sequence 
of positive and negative? We suspect one reason 
for neglect of the negative is the designation of 
happiness as the ultimate criterion of life. 


From the Happiness Obsession to a Matrix of 
Well-Being Dimensions 


We realize that it smacks of blasphemy to chal- 
lenge the notion that happiness for ourselves 
and other people is a desirable outcome. More 
importantly, the data are convincing that there 
are reliable, robust salutary effects for happiness 
(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). Happy 
people are more sociable, attracting other people 
and developing a greater number of lasting, sig- 
nificant, meaningful relationships. Beyond the 
social world, happy people are healthy (from 
pain tolerance to quicker immunological 
responses), creative, productive, successful, and 
live longer than their less happy peers. So what’s 
the problem? 

To begin, we need to specify a clear, coherent 
definition of happiness. Unless you subscribe to 
“bracket creep,” where people conflate the 
sources or contributors to happiness (such as 
love, religiosity, feelings of autonomy and 
belonging, and personal growth) with the expe- 
rience itself (Biswas-Diener, Kashdan, & King, 
2009; Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, & King, 2008), 
happiness can be reliably defined and measured. 
Most scientists and laypeople agree that happi- 
ness is primarily a cognitive evaluation that 
one’s life is satisfying and includes the presence 
of frequent positive and infrequent negative 
emotions (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). 
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Essentially, it is a simple barometer that life is 
moving in a desired direction. The problem with 
happiness arises when people ascribe it to be the 
primary objective of their life (which reflects the 
vast majority of people; Oishi, Diener, & Lucas, 
2007). 

In the pursuit of an optimal concoction of 
thoughts and feelings to become happy, human 
begins face an uphill struggle. To become hap- 
pier, to think more positively, and to feel better, a 
person naturally tries to control, purge, or avoid 
negative thoughts and feelings. This is often 
counterproductive because deliberate attempts 
to suppress or avoid certain thoughts and feel- 
ings only increase their persistence (Wegner, 
1994). Attempts to dispute and challenge pain, 
anxiety, sadness, anger, or loneliness and replace 
them with more positively valenced private 
experiences (e.g, Longmore & Worrell, 2007; 
Seligman, 1998) increase the psychological 
importance of unwanted experiences. In addi- 
tion, by elaborating on the negative thoughts, 
their accessibility increases through new con- 
nections made with other thoughts and meaning 
systems. Anxiety provides a great example. 
Greater attentional resources are devoted to 
indicators of anxiety (e.g., short breaths, sweaty 
palms) that only intensify anxious feelings and 
reduce awareness of whatever else is going on in 
the present moment. Essentially, the struggle to 
feel less negativity and greater positivity steals 
time and effort away from other strivings to do 
what is most interesting and valued (Hayes, 
Luoma, Bond, Masuda, & Lillis, 2006; Kashdan, 
Breen, & Julian, 2010). 

Besides the counterproductive nature of trying 
to control thoughts and feelings in the brain, 
there are other problems with happiness as the 
fundamental aim of life. Our ability to predict 
what we will feel in the future is flawed at best. 
We regularly underestimate our ability to toler- 
ate pain and adversity (Gilbert, Pinel, Wilson, 
Blumberg, & Wheatley, 1998) and neglect 
peripheral factors that profoundly influence our 
quality of life. For instance, when deciding to 
purchase a house, we decide that the number of 
bedrooms and size of the backyard are of para- 
mount importance but fail to consider how 
annoying the neighbors might be or the extent 
by which the distance from our friends will 
detract from our quality of life (Wilson, 
Wheatley, Meyers, Gilbert, & Axsom, 2000). In 
addition, we often lack explicit control over what 
we feel. Consider well-meaning friends that sug- 
gest you “just relax” prior to giving a speech to 
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an audience. If it was this easy to change the con- 
tent or frequency of our thoughts and feelings, 
would we need them? Surely part of the purpose 
of thoughts and feelings is to alert us to impor- 
tant features or changes in our environments; 
maybe thoughts and feelings shouldn't be infi- 
nitely labile. Our brains are plastic but not that 
plastic. Forces outside of our immediate con- 
scious awareness influence what we think, feel, 
and do; whether it is hormonal activity, tempera- 
ture, or reflexive reactions to subtle environ- 
mental cues (e.g, meeting someone with the 
same name as a friend from childhood that was 
abusive can put us in a foul mood) (Bargh & 
Williams, 2006). Taken together, we often lack 
explicit knowledge about what satisfies us and 
what triggers positive and negative emotions. 
Despite this ignorance, anticipated happiness is 
often used as an imprecise compass to direct us 
among competing options for how to allocate 
finite time, attention, energy, and money. 
Mirroring the general public, positive psy- 
chology researchers far too often rely on the 
pursuit of happiness as the ultimate criterion. An 
alternative perspective has been gaining steam, 
however, marked by an influx of attention to 
mindfulness, acceptance, and values, but this 
work often occurs in isolation from people inter- 
ested in positive psychology (Brown, Ryan, & 
Creswell, 2007; Leary, Adams, & Tate, 2006; 
Wilson & Murrell, 2004). Because of this separa- 
tion, complex issues such as how happiness goals 
might be diametrically opposed to mindfulness 
are often ignored. Again, it is useful to consider 
how the vast body of research that has focused 
on psychopathology exemplifies the challenges 
facing positive psychology. In several variants 
of cognitive therapy—not to mention optimism 
training—clients are informed that certain 
thoughts are dysfunctional. The first step is to 
increase self-monitoring and awareness of 
thoughts. The second step is to pinpoint thoughts 
that are dysfunctional with appropriate labels. 
The third step is to refute or challenge the valid- 
ity of these thoughts. The final step is to replace 
these negative dysfunctional thoughts with more 
positive, constructive thoughts and thereby 
lessen the amount of negative emotion experi- 
enced. Essentially, some negative emotions and 
thoughts are problematic and need to be purged 
and hopefully replaced with more positive emo- 
tions and thoughts. In contrast, in mindfulness- 
and acceptance-based interventions, clients are 
taught that thoughts are thoughts, neither good 
nor bad, and they can be observed and explored 
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without getting snagged into a resource-deplet- 
ing struggle for control. In cognitive therapies 
the goal is to modify the content of one’s 
thoughts and feelings. The goal of acceptance- 
and mindfulness-based approaches is to change 
relationships with thoughts and feelings—taking 
steps toward meaningful strivings while observ- 
ing and being receptive to whatever internal 
experiences accompany the journey. While both 
perspectives share features such as insight about 
how automatic, habitual mental reactions can 
increase stressful reactions, a person cannot be 
nonjudgmental, open, and curious toward 
thoughts while simultaneously holding the 
belief that well-being stems from refuting nega- 
tive thoughts and then replacing them with more 
positive thoughts. Despite a few incompatible 
philosophical differences, there is an important 
general insight to be gleaned from this example: 
individual differences matter, and it remains to 
be seen which strategy is most effective for par- 
ticular people in particular circumstances. 
Scientific inquiry will be enhanced when both 
the similarities and differences among constructs 
and theories are appreciated at both conceptual 
and practical levels of how different people have 
varying responses. 

Despite an intuitive appeal, the happiness 
obsession has a downside. Besides a few every- 
day problems that might result when regular 
people attempt to follow positive psychology's 
prescriptions (more about that in a bit), there is a 
theoretical problem inherent to the happiness 
obsession. A narrow approach to well-being that 
is circumscribed to happiness might be less 
advantageous than a broader approach that 
includes happiness as only one of several dimen- 
sions within a matrix. Other dimensions in this 
broad, matrix approach include meaning and 
purpose in life, mindfulness, achievement, life 
balance and flexibility, and psychological needs 
for belonging, competence, and autonomy, 
among others. There are several immediate ben- 
efits of this broadened approach to well-being. 
The synergy among different dimensions of this 
matrix offers a wide range of interesting hypoth- 
eses, such as how the immediate experience of 
positive emotions can alter people’s judgments 
of meaning in their lives (King, Hicks, Krull, & 
Del Gaiso, 2006). In addition, there is merit in 
studying configurations of different dimensions 
instead of studying happiness or any other posi- 
tive experience or strength in a vacuum (as if other 
personal qualities do not exist). Unfortunately, 
these latter strategies still dominate positive 
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psychology research, and happiness is given 
prominence over other dimensions of well-being. 
Instead of loading everything that is good as a 
constituent element of happiness, we believe that 
distinct constructs are best organized as separate 
dimensions of well-being. This preserves oppor- 
tunities to research similarities, differences, and 
synergistic relationships in understanding the 
multiple pathways to positive outcomes. Several 
contributors in this volume offer thought- 
provoking questions about these perspectives, 
offering interesting alternatives (that are often 
complementary). 


Reconsidering the Nature and Assessment of 
Strengths and Personality 


The bar of what constitutes satisfactory research 
questions and methodologies changes as a field 
evolves. Simply naming new constructs and cre- 
ating questionnaires to measure them is unlikely 
to be fruitful in the long term, although it has 
been a logical beginning given the many previ- 
ously ignored positive phenomena. An examina- 
tion of past research offers an entry point to 
designing the best future research agenda for 
positive psychology. 

Besides happiness, strengths of character have 
quickly surfaced as one of the most popular sub- 
jects in positive psychology. Strengths have been 
defined as pre-existing qualities that reflect an 
authentic version of the self and, when used, are 
intrinsically desirable and energizing, thereby 
increasing the probability of healthy outcomes 
(Linley, 2008; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). In 
one of the foremost achievements in positive 
psychology, Peterson and Seligman created a 
catalog of strengths of character that are pur- 
ported to be invariant across history and culture. 
Their efforts led to a final tally of 24 strengths 
and the creation of an extensive battery of assess- 
ment tools including a 240-item self-report 
questionnaire—Values in Action Inventory of 
Strengths (VIA-IS; Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
The popularity of this scale in basic research and 
coaching work (to help people and organizations 
reach their potential) has been unprecedented. In 
a mere six years, more than a million people 
completed the VIA-IS. 

With the advent of Web-based survey tech- 
nology, to date, scientists have uncovered 
strengths with the largest positive correlations 
with well-being (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 
2004; Peterson et al., 2007), effective recovery 
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from illness (Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2006), 
and perceived psychological growth following 
adversity (Peterson, Park, Pole, D'Andrea, & 
Seligman, 2008). Taken together, strengths of 
character appear to contribute to fulfilling out- 
comes at personal, relational, and organizational 
levels. To build on these promising findings, we 
consider the default methodological approach to 
strengths and many of the constructs in positive 
psychology. 

Global surveys provide useful information 
about how people differ from each other. In the 
VIA-IS, people are asked the degree to which 
general statements characterize them. Each 
person gets a score for a particular strength, and 
this can be compared to other people (inter-indi- 
vidual), or relative scores on other strengths 
(intra-individual). The latter approach allows 
each person to receive a personalized profile of 
strengths that are the least and most endorsed. 
From this matrix, an array of interventions can 
be provided to increase the probability that 
endorsed strengths are used more regularly and 
in new ways, and in what ways lesser strengths 
of personal value can be enhanced. An implicit 
assumption in this assessment device and any 
subsequent use of the information is that more is 
better. We wonder whether the evidence sup- 
ports this lynchpin of applied positive psychol- 
ogy. For instance, it could be argued that 
psychological balance offers benefits above and 
beyond the amount of particular strengths. Also, 
we wonder when it is advantageous to study 
strengths at a more molecular level of analysis. 
Strengths assessed at the global level seem to 
offer greater utility when the interest is in com- 
parisons among people across lengthy periods of 
time (e.g., comparing young adults after college 
on their ability to achieve successful balance 
among work, family, and leisure). For shorter- 
term outcomes such as effectiveness in a given 
situation, assessing within-person behavior pat- 
terns might be more appropriate. Only by col- 
lecting information on what people actually 
think and do in the moment can we capture 
dynamic concepts such as the degree to which 
people are flexible and versatile in their deploy- 
ment of strengths to match the demand and 
potential rewards within a given situation. 

Going forward, researchers can assess 
strengths as situationally based judgments, 
behaviors, and reactions as a complement to a 
trait approach. That is, both the endorsement and 
use of strengths in a given moment can vary 
depending on what is happening in a given 
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moment. Possessing strengths is not synony- 
mous with using strengths. This is because 
people might fail to recognize situations to use 
their strengths or for a number of reasons 
(including self-efficacy and poor insight) or fail 
to bring their strengths to the forefront. While a 
person might feel energized and intrinsically 
motivated to use their strengths, this does not 
mean they are adept. Moreover, we believe there 
is a potentially meaningful difference between 
the volitional wielding of strengths compared 
with a more passive approach where other people 
or the situation “pulls” strengths into action 
(e.g., consider impulsive versus deliberate cour- 
age to stand up for a colleague being bullied by 
management). Because these are empirical ques- 
tions, if we fail to operationalize the nuances of 
the various ways that strengths might operate, 
these and other questions cannot be formally 
tested. 

Assessing states and behaviors in the context 
of people’s natural environment is a more diffi- 
cult, resource-intensive strategy than asking 
people to complete a one-time questionnaire. 
However, the relation is often slight, or insignifi- 
cant, between retrospective reports of personal- 
ity and online assessments of personality 
behaviors on multiple occasions across multiple 
days. In the emotion literature, a consistent find- 
ing is that the frequency of positive emotions in 
daily life outweighs the intensity of positive 
emotions in the prediction of well-being (e.g., 
Diener, Sandvik, & Pavot, 1990). With global 
surveys such as the VIA-IS, researchers are 
unable to parse out frequency, intensity, and 
context sensitivity to understand how strengths 
of character operate in daily life. 

A parsimonious way to describe our point is 
that context matters when studying and trying 
to modify people’s personality—regardless of 
whether the target is momentary states, basic 
behavioral tendencies, strivings, or life narra- 
tives. If positive psychology is going to progress 
at the scientific and applied level, context can 
no longer be underappreciated, ignored, and 
untreated. An additional benefit of addressing 
people in context is that we can begin to truly 
address change as it naturally unfolds from one 
time point or situation to the next (Stone, 
Shiffman, Atienza & Nebeling, 2007). When 
something beneficial happens in one situation 
and not another, we can uncover the psychologi- 
cal, social, and biological mechanisms that account 
for this variability. If context is not directly mod- 
eled, then we are making an assumption that 
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people are invariant across situations. We know 
this untrue. This is not a controversial state- 
ment. 

How we address personality matters, and we 
can contrast business as usual—between-person 
trait approaches such as the Big Five factors of 
personality and the VIA-IS strength model-- 
with within-person approaches. Between-person 
approaches are static, designed to classify people 
with qualities that are relatively stable across 
time and situations. By extension, research 
driven by this approach is designed to predict 
what a person does in a given situation compared 
to another person in that situation; arguably, 
there are more sensitive approaches to map out 
how a single person changes according to differ- 
ent situational parameters. We suspect that most 
scientists are interested in what people do in a 
given situation and, for clinicians and coaches, 
helping people modify what they do with the 
aim of extracting more pleasure and meaning 
from life. This begs the question of why between- 
person approaches to positive emotions and 
strengths dominate. A contextualized approach 
to strengths requires more fine-tuned assess- 
ment strategies. 

Within-person approaches have different 
assumptions. Critical to a within-person approach 
is that differences among people include but go 
beyond differences in average response tenden- 
cies (such as endorsed kindness, mindfulness, or 
courage). People differ in mean response tenden- 
cies, yet they also differ in variability in responses 
across situations (Cervone, 2005). These patterns 
are often idiosyncratic. For instance, I might 
experience more intense and lasting gratitude 
when given gifts by friends as opposed to strang- 
ers; you might have the opposite pattern. 
Sometimes these response patterns to situations 
are relatively uniform. For instance, people's 
behavior responses tend to show greater fluctua- 
tions when with other people versus when alone 
(Diener & Larsen, 1984). Existing findings sug- 
gest that the situation should often be part of the 
process of assessing personality (Cervone & 
Shoda, 1999; Mischel & Shoda, 1998). The ingre- 
dients of a situation activate what we think and 
do, and what we think and do might differ from 
person to person. That is, our goals, competen- 
cies, values, expectations, values, emotions, and 
self-regulatory strategies interact with the ingre- 
dients of a situation, and these interactions can 
vary from one person to the next. This link 
between these mental units and situations, 
together, form our signature personality pattern. 
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To be clear, both approaches to personality are 
correct. Generally, everyone routinely acts in a 
wide range of ways on a given dimension of 
behavior (between-person trait approach). When 
trying to describe how a person is on average 
over long periods of time, traits suffice. When 
trying to explain and predict behavior in daily 
life, within-person approaches are necessary. 
This is because there is a near-zero correlation 
between how people act during one hour of the 
day and how they act in a different hour of the 
day (Fleeson, 2001). Moreover, the degree of 
variability in how the typical person behaves in a 
typical study across situations is substantially 
greater than how they differ from other people. 
To evaluate how large these amounts of varia- 
tion are in personality, we can use a meaningful 
standard of comparison. Emotions are commonly 
believed to vary extensively such that scientists 
often conceive them to be fleeting psychological 
states rather than stable personality traits. 
Interestingly, the amount of within-person vari- 
ability in how people exhibit openness and curi- 
osity, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 
neuroticism (the Big Five personality traits rep- 
resented as behaviors) is just as large as the with- 
in-person variability in positive emotions and 
distress (Fleeson, 2001). To understand what 
makes people act differently from one moment 
to the next, we can examine the ingredients of 
situations and whether there are stable combina- 
tions for a particular person. 

While several researchers have adopted a 
within-person approach to well-being, few have 
applied this approach to strengths of character 
that are central to positive psychology theory, 
research, and interventions (for exceptions, see 
Campbell, Simpson, Stewart, & Manning, 2003; 
Cervone, 1997; Heppner et al., 2008). Suppose a 
person is morally courageous in sticking up for 
herself when her husband argues with her but 
docile when this happens at work or around 
people viewed as authority figures. If these pat- 
terns are relatively stable, for all intents and pur- 
poses, the situational contingencies are part of 
their personality. To ignore or discount these 
contingencies is to miss opportunities to explain 
variance in well-being dimensions and uncover 
the most effective targets of intervention. 


Preventing a Tool-Based Discipline 


Our research questions, discoveries, and inter- 
ventions are limited by the tools at our disposal. 
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Despite this, it is important that we should not 
be complacent and become a tool-based science. 
Rather than letting existing tools dictate our sci- 
entific approach, research questions should dic- 
tate the tools and methods to be used. If the tools 
are inadequate to address unresolved issues, then 
new tools require creation. If we believe that 
strengths and well-being are dynamic, flexible, 
broad concepts, then our tools need to be sensi- 
tive to these dimensions (and global surveys are, 
by design, insensitive to time and context). If we 
believe that self-regulation often occurs outside 
of conscious awareness, then we are going to 
require non-obtrusive, implicit measures and 
not rely solely on face-valid, explicit measures. If 
we are interested in how generosity and kind- 
ness impact work productivity, our measurement 
strategy might change depending on whether we 
want to know if people endorsing these strengths 
are different from people who do not, whether 
people who are kind and compassionate on a par- 
ticular day are more productive on the same day, 
or whether being kind and compassionate out- 
side of work has a spillover effect on work per- 
formance. Depending on the specific research 
question, the ideal measurement strategy could 
be global questionnaires such as the VIA-IS, 
global questionnaires with item content modi- 
fied to be explicitly linked to work settings, expe- 
rience sampling of daily behaviors over multiple 
days, or behavioral observations by coworkers 
and supervisors. Instead of selecting assessment 
techniques because they are new, popular, easy to 
implement, and cost-effective, researchers and 
practitioners should continually return to the 
territory that they hope to explore and relent- 
lessly seek better ways of getting there. 


Questioning a Variable-Centric Universe 


As researchers make inroads into why certain 
people are able to create lives that are most worth 
living, an endless array of variables enter the 
mix. There are temporary states such as positive 
emotions, flow, mindfulness, and the act of savor- 
ing a meaningful event. There are perceptions of 
whether basic psychological needs are satisfied 
such that a person feels autonomous, competent, 
and a sense of belonging (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
There are personal strengths such as courage, 
curiosity, gratitude, forgiveness, hope, and opti- 
mism. There are social conditions that enable 
positive states, psychological needs, and strengths 
such as capitalization and autonomy support. 


10/8/2010 9:58:47 AM 


53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 


90 


91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 


o ON DH BQN KS 


qi n qr r 6n qr RS RR RS RR A RRwWWWWWWwWwWwWWNNNNNNNNNNKR BB BB ee ee E 
ORWNFOUWKDANAURWNF DOH AN AUKRWNF € € @®% SI @ QI BQ NR DH AN AU BQ NR ®9 


CHAPTER 2. 


And if we seriously consider the multiple levels 
that characterize a person, from their personality 
traits to their goals and life narratives, and the 
biological and social factors that influence each 
level (McAdams, 1996; Sheldon, 2004), the list of 
models to account for happiness, meaning in life, 
and other elements of well-being is nothing 
short of paralyzing. 

We suggest that certain psychological vari- 
ables are more important than others for staying 
on course toward a fulfilling life despite obsta- 
cles, failures, and the absence of positive feed- 
back. This point is not controversial. However, 
far too much work in the field of positive 
psychology, no different than other areas of 
psychology, is what we call “variable-centric.” 
That is, far too much scientific attention is 
devoted to working with singular variables in 
isolation from the rest. Consider a simple out- 
come such as physical health. A PsycInfo litera- 
ture search restricted to peer-reviewed articles 
published over the past decade corroborated this 
claim where more than 2,500 articles were found 
with physical health as the outcome, and more 
than 500 variables (e.g., alcohol consumption, 
depression, HIV, etc.) from approximately 10 
different general classes of causes (e.g., health 
behaviors, mental health, physical health, etc.) 
were identified as predictors of the outcome. In 
most cases, a single variable was studied as the 
focal cause of changes in physical health. Evident 
from these results is the common restriction to 
one or a few variables of interest rather than 
more comprehensive examinations of people— 
an approach we refer to as variable-centric 
research. Existing VIA-IS research is notewor- 
thy for relying on a matrix of trait dimensions, 
avoiding the trend of scientists focusing on a 
single strength—whether it be forgiveness, 
optimism, curiosity, religiosity, or another—to 
conduct a programmatic line of research to 
understand health and success. 

We ourselves have developed numerous mea- 
sures of psychological variables and understand 
the desire to delve deeper into what can be 
learned about a single variable that has captured 
our interest. The traditional way to do this is to 
chart a somewhat familiar path of relations with 
other existing variables. This path is a worthy 
starting point; it is, after all, the heart of con- 
struct validation for measurement. Yet, we find it 
valuable to constantly remind ourselves that our 
primary interest is in understanding the lives of 
people (not an unending queue of abstract statis- 
tical relations among variables). 
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Variable-centric research may miss the under- 
lying causal structure simply due to the fact that 
a small subset of known variables is being 
addressed. Besides the mere number of variables 
that are studied together, there is an issue con- 
cerning the level of analysis used to get to know 
another person, whether a research participant 
or client. Once again, positive psychology is 
dominated by research on positive experiences 
(particularly affects) and strengths. While useful, 
there are other levels of analysis where a per- 
son’s mental concerns, strivings, and integrated 
life narratives offer a portal into the nature of a 
person in context and across longer periods of 
time. Broader conceptions of personality reflect- 
ing strivings, purpose in life, and life narratives 
offer additional insight (beyond positive experi- 
ences and strengths) into how and why certain 
people are healthy and successful in the long 
term (Emmons, 1999; Little, Salmela-Aro, & 
Phillips, 2007; McAdams, 2008; McKnight & 
Kashdan, 2009). We look forward to the continu- 
ing integration of multiple variables at different 
levels of analysis to address people in research 
and practice. 

Psychological contributions to well-being are 
often studied without an appreciation of hetero- 
geneity. Complementary to variable-centric 
research is what is termed a “person-centered” 
approach that focuses on different subsets of 
people and how they differ as a function of pre- 
specified characteristics (e.g., Boniwell, Osin, 
Linley, & Ivanchenko, 2010; Keyes, Shmotkin, & 
Ryff, 2002; Singer, Ryff, Carr, & Magee, 1998). 
This approach is quite useful when there is the 
potential for meaningful heterogeneity that is 
lost when the focus is limited to response means. 
For instance, in an effort to understand well-be- 
ing, it is probably insufficient to simply regard 
people who report being religious as a homoge- 
neous group to be compared with a supposedly 
homogeneous group of people who are not reli- 
gious. We suspect that the reason that religiosity 
has a small correlation with indices of happiness 
and meaning in life is that groups with distinct 
motivations, behavioral commitment, and well- 
being outcomes are being merged together. With 
a person-centric approach, we can empirically 
determine whether there are cases of religious 
people that are qualitatively different from each 
other on meaningful strings of variables such as 
the degree to which they are intrinsically or 
extrinsically motivated, the degree to which 
there is behavioral commitment on a daily basis 
toward prayer and sacrifice, and the degree to 
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which choices regarding leisure, socializing, and 
work are dictated by religious beliefs. With a 
person-centered approach, scientists can test 
whether there are distinct, meaningful subsets of 
people whose characteristics correspond to sig- 
nificant differences in well-being or moral behav- 
ior or any other relevant outcome (see Westen & 
Shedler, 2007 for an example of empirically 
derived personality configurations with implica- 
tions for moving positive psychology forward). 
As long as inquiry is not restricted to a small 
subset of the population of interest, as long as 
relevant variables are chosen in the quest to map 
out potentially neglected heterogeneity, and as 
long as replications are relatively consistent, 
person-centered approaches preserve human 
beings as the unit of analysis improving infer- 
ences that can be made about the dynamic com- 
plexity of people. On their own, neither approach 
offers the scope of synthesis of a broad theory. To 
do this, a perspective is needed that includes the 
majority of relevant indicators at both the pre- 
dictor and outcome levels and thus combines 
variable-centric and person-centric approaches. 
To do anything less is to increase the propensity 
to find spurious effects, sending researchers and 
practitioners down empty roads to understand 
and improve people’s lives. 

Our hope is that a future agenda for positive 
psychology is broad enough to include various 
approaches, with various methods, guided (but 
not governed) by strong theoretical frameworks. 
Instead of grabbing a single body part of the pro- 
verbial elephant, science will progress faster 
when we realize that no positive construct exists 
in a vacuum. Before we make claims on the value 
of a specific construct, we need to carefully con- 
sider whether any benefits are better accounted 
for by other well-established or parsimonious 
constructs. For instance, does emotional creativ- 
ity offer any additional understanding to how 
people navigate their social world than emotional 
valence, awareness, and clarity? Is religiosity in 
adults linked to well-being because of something 
particular to religious beliefs and practice or is it 
better accounted for by mundane mechanisms 
such as social support and the presence of a 
clearly defined purpose in life? We also require 
links between the intrapersonal and interper- 
sonal world. The research on how people respond 
to partners that share good news, termed capital- 
ization, has been one of the most valuable dis- 
coveries in positive psychology in that it has 
been shown to be predictive of relationship love 
and commitment even after accounting for how 
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supportive partners are during difficult times 
(social support). With the establishment of this 
construct, we can now turn to the qualities of the 
people that enter situations where partners share 
positive events to understand how personality, 
self-regulation, and context operate in this equa- 
tion. Similarly, seemingly intrapersonal strengths 
such as wisdom, creativity, and perseverance are 
rarely considered in the context of social interac- 
tions and relationships. The merger of the intrap- 
ersonal and interpersonal is a fruitful direction 
because outside of the laboratory and questions 
on paper-and-pencil questionnaires, people 
cannot be divorced from the ebb and flow of 
social situations (even if it just imagining or fan- 
tasizing about other people). 


Additional Challenges 


Integrating Biological Perspectives 


A couple of other issues loom as challenges for 
positive psychology. The first is to remember 
what we're studying. We're studying people, and 
people are organisms. There’s a captivating field 
of research that looks at what happens to people 
when they are reminded of their beastly natures. 
Here we're not referring to Freud’s id-based 
drives, but rather to what researchers call our 
“creatureliness” (e.g., Goldenberg et al., 2001). 
When people are caused to reflect on the biologi- 
cal processes they share with other animals, they 
get uncomfortable, with terror management 
theory explaining that reminders of our biology 
underscore the truth that biological things die, 
and upon dying fail to appear as special as they 
once did. We often resist the notion that our 
cherished existence will cease and that upon 
death our bodies will become as inert as packaged 
meat in the grocery store. Is it possible for a field 
of science to have a similar reaction to the fact 
that we are studying biological organisms, no 
matter how complex they appear to be? The 
great appeal of psychology is the fact that by 
studying human behavior, there are very good 
reasons for trying to understand what happens 
at the subcellular level as well as what happens at 
the social collective or even cultural level. Our 
interests span the scope of human creation and 
endeavor, yet our positive psychology research 
often spans only the breadth of cognitive pro- 
cessing required to choose a number between 
one and seven to register our attitudes on a self- 
report survey. This is not intended as a critique 
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of using self-report measures. Rather, efforts 
should be made to integrate lower-level biologi- 
cal perspectives into our research and, in turn, 
seek ways to make our research relevant to the 
biological perspective. There exists a temptation 
in positive psychology to perhaps overly ennoble 
the human being and neglect the biological 
organism. 

Many researchers integrate some degree of 
biological underpinnings to their work. The best 
of this work has charted metabolic markers of 
psychological states in the brain, hormonal indi- 
cators of stress and affiliation, physiological 
arousal, or immune cell reflections of disease 
progression. But for most people interested in 
positive psychology, a rather familiar and rou- 
tine incorporation of the biological perspective 
seems to peter out a couple pages into an article 
after mentioning hemispheric asymmetry (left 
prefrontal cortex slants being associated with 
exploratory behavior), the orbitofrontal cortex, 
oxytocin, or dopamine. The contributions in the 
biological section of this book will radically open 
the eyes of people who are content to cite 
de rigeur the trendiest imaging or brain lesion 
study (see Low, Bower, Moskowitz, & Epel; 
Segerstrom & Smith; and Panksepp, this volume). 
Of course, biological measures are subject to the 
same problems as other variable-centric or tool- 
bound methods. They do not necessarily reflect 
the phenomenon of interest, they do not always 
inform the question at hand, and they may force 
research questions to conform to their use rather 
than the theory being pursued. However, the 
20th century provided an inescapable conclusion: 
human psychology is a biological process at its 
fundamental level of reduction. Although we are 
in agreement that the characteristics and experi- 
ences of greatest interest to positive psycholo- 
gists might not be reducible to a biological level, 
and that positive psychology might gain the 
most traction by focusing on personality and 
higher levels of organization (see Sheldon, this 
volume), this experience cannot be divorced from 
the organ or cellular level any more than our 
physical health can be divorced from how organs 
and cells are functioning. It makes a lot of sense 
to us to strive to work both up and down the 
levels of organization, from character strengths 
down to autonomic arousal, hormonal levels, and 
the integrity of RNA transcription; from positive 
affect up to happiness contagion, collective self- 
esteem, and legacy-building generativity. 

Not everyone has access to a Seven Tesla fMRI 
magnet, or a blood assay machine, or a grant to 
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obtain those services (neither of us currently 
do). That should not prevent any psychological 
researcher—positive or otherwise—from enrich- 
ing his or her conceptualization of well-being, 
strengths, belongingness, or any other phenom- 
enon through a responsive grounding in biologi- 
cal science. This does not have to mean that 
character strengths always need to be explained 
in terms of neurotransmitter action or brain 
amorphisms. One of the best examples of how 
biological science can be done without needing to 
be an expert in comparative psychology or 
having a place to store blood samples is likely to 
be familiar to most readers. In Baumeister and 
Leary’s (1995) classic article about the need to 
belong, a massive amount of contemporary psy- 
chological science concerning the influence of 
social relationships on individual functioning 
was firmly rooted in an evolutionary perspective. 
By developing hypotheses based on best esti- 
mates of our species’ ancestral environments, a 
robust vision of why the social world is impor- 
tant emerged, providing leverage for the vener- 
able observations of Cooley (1902) and Mead 
(1934). A similar task remains for many of the 
topics central to positive psychology (emotions 
are an obvious example). Why did strengths 
evolve? What advantage might curiosity confer 
for survival? Might meaning and purpose in life 
have served an organizing function in the small 
bands of ancestral hominids that gave eventual 
rise to us? Can human greatness and flourishing 
truly be understood without also understanding 
the biological needs and origins of our species? 
Another advantage of directing more of our 
attention to the biological machinery running 
our show is that attempting to get up to speed 
with this exploding area of research is very hum- 
bling and is an excellent exercise in demonstrat- 
ing that there is so much we do not know! 
Socrates’ famously deflected accolades that 
pegged him as the wisest man in Athens by 
saying that his only wisdom came from his 
appreciation of the fact that he knew nothing. 
A subtle seduction of gaining a platform as suc- 
cessful and prominent as positive psychology is 
that a flavor of cognitive dissonance could set it. 
Given how hard each of us likely works at build- 
ing our expertise, we become deeply tempted by 
our investment to think we are right. To the con- 
trary, good science demands that we not only 
entertain the possibility that our pet theories are 
wrong, but actively consider alternative explana- 
tions, being open to the story borne out by the 
data apart from our expectations and aspirations. 


10/8/2010 9:58:48 AM 


56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 
106 
107 
108 
109 
110 


oO ON DUN BQN 


a 
le) 


11 
12 


13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
3i 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 


18 PART I. 


Only an idea that stands up to rigorous efforts 
to disprove it should be provided “given” status. 
It is doubly important to put pressure on our 
notions if we are contemplating enacting inter- 
ventions designed to change people. At present, 
in the rush of excitement to share new knowl- 
edge about the positive nature of humanity and 
how to achieve it, the importance of replications 
and bending over backward to test alternative 
explanations have often been skipped over. 


Taking Positive Psychology to Market 
(Too Soon) 


It is hard to think of a precedent for the rapid 
assimilation of positive psychology into the 
mainstream imagination. Clearly, that is the 
mark of a powerful, or at least powerfully com- 
pelling, idea. Most clinicians these days take it 
for granted that cognitive-behavioral therapies 
are efficacious approaches for a variety of psy- 
chological problems. However, if one traces the 
core ideas back as far as Albert Ellis’ rational 
emotive behavioral therapy (e.g., Ellis, 1969), it 
is rather shocking to see this approach battling 
Perls’ gestalt therapy for legitimacy in the leg- 
endary “Gloria” psychotherapy training tapes 
(with many years to go before reaching the cur- 
rent exalted status). Positive psychology was 
inaugurated to stimulate an empirical study of 
human excellence, and the appeal of that direc- 
tive brought a hungry market. As a collective, 
positive psychology has been only too happy 
(pun intended) to meet that demand. For exam- 
ple, the seminal popular book on positive psy- 
chology, Seligman’s (2002) Authentic Happiness, 
was published only two years after the call was 
made in the American Psychologist to start 
studying what makes life most worth living. 
Within the next five years, more than a dozen 
conceptually similar books had been written by 
other scientists for the same general audience. 
The desire to give away our science is a big 
part of the identity of positive psychologists, and 
it is easy to forget sometimes just how revela- 
tory some of the knowledge that we take for 
granted is for many people outside our profes- 
sion. Even the most basic inference drawn from 
40 years of studying well-being—good relation- 
ships are good for us—is in fact a novel insight 
to some. We are both clinicians by training, and 
this experience helps keep us from taking our 
knowledge for granted. Translating basic science 
into what the largest portion of the market 
wants—namely, solutions to vexing problems— 
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is not always straightforward, and that challenge 
has often been met with wisdom, prudence, tem- 
perance, and a clear statement about the empiri- 
cal support for any suggested interventions. 
However, not all efforts in the name of positive 
psychology have been sound. There is an enor- 
mous flood of “aftermarket” positive psychology 
products out there, and more seem to be gener- 
ated every month. Consumers can get their 
hands on “positive” books, services, unlicensed 
life coaches, motivational CD programs, and even 
bracelets and rocks! Surely if anything under- 
mines the mission of forging a better science of 
human greatness, it is the hollow promise cre- 
ated by hawkers of the psychological equivalent 
of the Sham-Wow. The first 10 entries returned 
from an Internet search on “positive psychology 
products” consisted of a seminal textbook by 
C. R. Snyder and Shane Lopez, a transpersonal 
psychology conference in Palm Springs, an 
applied positive psychology center, a Web page 
for a coach who follows the “Law of the Garbage 
Truck,” a positive psychology “store” where you 
can buy space to advertise your latest self-help 
book, and more sites peddling books and coach- 
ing services. Who knows, maybe all of these are 
quality offerings. The more salient point is that, 
to the public, the face of positive psychology is 
someone with very white teeth selling the secrets 
to everything we ever wanted. 

There is probably little that true positive psy- 
chologists can do to defend the science from the 
more vulgar marketers, but the field should 
aggressively promote a clear vision of what sci- 
ence is, and what science is when it is applied to 
positive psychology. The first data on rigorously 
tested positive psychology interventions have 
only recently begun to show up in journals, yet 
people have been offering to “apply” positive 
psychology for several years already. What kind 
of message does this convey about the scientific 
endeavor of positive psychology? Is it any wonder 
that positive psychology is often dismissed as 
“happiology” or the equivalent of accepting a 
Dixie cup of Kool-Aid from Jim Jones? 

Offering suggestions, giving the science away, 
attempting to apply the very best psychological 
science to the problems people face are all noble 
aims and extremely defensible. But, in the long 
run, it is even more important to clearly convey 
in what ways positive psychology is a science and 
in what ways much of what is done in the name 
of positive psychology is unscientific. This is not 
a job that can be completed in a year or two. This 
aim will require patience and persistence over 
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the next decade, when we hope that positive psy- 
chology develops an increasingly strong scien- 
tific foundation and serves as an ambitious, 
hopeful, clear-minded chart of the human condi- 
tion. We hope that the insights and visions 
crafted by the authors of the chapters that follow 
chart a clear course toward these aims. 


General Aims 


We are interested in how positive psychology fits 
in the larger picture of science and how to make 
this happen to an even greater degree; what 
inroads still need to be made (besides perfunctory 
statements on how positive institutions are 
neglected or how we need to study harder out- 
comes); what areas are being neglected and mis- 
understood; and what sort of directions need to be 
modified with the goal of advancing the quality of 
the science and how it is applied. In this context, 
we would like to emphasize that criticisms and 
critiques should be constructive, a means to an 
end rather than an end in themselves. 

In this book we hope to deepen positive psy- 
chology and enhance its longevity. We invited 
leading developmental, biological, social, person- 
ality, and clinical psychologists from around the 
world to weigh in on the current status of what 
we know about certain elements of the positive 
and help design a template of where positive 
psychology needs to go in the future in order to 
best realize its huge potential. It is our hope that 
this book will afford a radical integrative advance 
for the positive psychology movement, enhanc- 
ing its conceptual complexity, its explanatory 
potential, and its underlying connectivity to the 
broader research base of psychology. The list of 
contributors might surprise a few readers. The 
work of several contributors has been previously 
neglected at the cost of missing potential precon- 
ditions for the most optimally positive results to 
occur. We are not interested in scientists; we are 
interested in ideas. Our aim was to create a criti- 
cal analysis of where we are and a guidebook of 
where to go. 
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Introduction 


Self-regulation refers to control over one’s emo- 
tions, thoughts, and behaviors. Failure of self- 
regulation is cited as contributing to many 
important individual and societal problems, 
including problems with eating, spending, inter- 
personal violence, sexual promiscuity, and alco- 
hol and drug use (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004). It is 
less commonly recognized that self-regulation is 
also important for optimal functioning. At an 
individual level, enhancing positive emotion as 
well as dampening negative emotion appears to 
require regulatory strength (Demaree, Robinson, 
Everhart, & Schmeichel, 2004). Savoring posi- 
tive experiences, for example, both amplifies 
associated positive affect and requires control 
over one’s attention and stream of thought to do 
so (Bryant, 2003; Segerstrom, Roach, Evans, 
Schipper, & Darville, 2010). At an interpersonal 
level, the abilities to avoid offense, help, cooper- 
ate, and manage self-presentation both contrib- 
ute to more positive social interactions and 
require self-regulatory strength (e.g., Finkel 
et al., 2006; Muraven, 2008; Vohs, Baumeister, & 
Ciarocco, 2005). 
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Self-regulation can also contribute to resil- 
ience in the face of negative experience. Resilience 
can arise from several sources: limited exposure 
to negative experiences, diminished emotional 
and physiologic reactivity to negative experi- 
ences, accelerated recovery from negative expe- 
riences, and greater restoration of adaptive 
resources after such experiences (A. Smith & 
Baum, 2003; Uchino et al., 2007; Williams et al., 
in press). For example, effective self-regulation 
of stress and emotion is evident in people’s 
choices of situations to enter and avoid, as well as 
in their active management of their expressive 
behavior during social interactions that might 
otherwise become strained (Gross, 2001; Williams 
et al., in press). Some self-regulatory strategies 
(e.g., attentional redeployment, cognitive reap- 
praisal) can attenuate negative emotional 
responses and physiological reactivity during 
demanding or threatening situations, as well as 
facilitate a more rapid and complete return of 
those responses to normal, pre-stressor levels 
following such situations. Self-regulation also 
influences subsequent restorative processes that 
rebuild the individual’s adaptive resources, such 
as high-quality sleep (Hall et al., 2008), exposure 
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to natural environments (Parsons, 2007), and 
social interactions that induce positive moods 
and affirm a sense of connection and care 
(A. Smith & Baum, 2003). Hence, individual 
differences in resilience reflect effects of self- 
regulation on exposure, reactivity, recovery, and 
restoration, ultimately moderating otherwise 
unhealthy effects of negative experiences. 

An abundance of empirical evidence points to 
factors that cause limitations in the ability to self- 
regulate. For example, the ability to self-regulate 
is impaired after an initial act of self-regulation, a 
phenomenon called self-regulatory fatigue or 
“ego depletion” (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). 
This fatigue is not limited to particular domains— 
regulation of any domain (including, for example, 
emotion, behavior, speech, attention, or choice) 
can result in fatigue in any other domain. 
Therefore, the evidence points to a general pool 
of self-regulatory capacity. In the present chapter, 
we suggest that this capacity depends on, is 
reflected in, and affects physiology. That is, self- 
regulation is literally embodied. This assertion 
seems obvious with regard to the central nervous 
system (e.g., Compton et al., 2008; Inzlicht & 
Gutsell, 2007), but less so with regard to periph- 
eral physiology. Nonetheless, there is evidence 
that peripheral regulation of physiological param- 
eters such as blood glucose and heart rate is inter- 
twined with central regulation of the self. 
Therefore, we focus here on these peripheral 
processes. We give a brief overview of physiolog- 
ical systems involved in self-regulation, review 
the empirical links between self-regulation and 
physiology in several domains, and then suggest 
directions for future research. 


Measurement and Meaning of Physiological 
Parameters Related to Self-Regulation 


Because readers may not be familiar with how 
physiological parameters that we later relate to 
self-regulation are measured, manipulated, and 
interpreted, we provide a brief orientation to 
three parameters: one metabolic (blood glucose 
and glucose regulation), one neuroendocrine 
(cortisol), and one cardiovascular (heart rate 
variability). This is clearly not an exhaustive list 
of physiological parameters that may be relevant 
to self-regulation, but it is nearly exhaustive of 
the parameters that have been linked to self- 
regulation. Later, we expand on this narrowness 
as something to be remedied as this research 
moves forward. 
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Glucose 


All brain processes rely on the metabolism of 
glucose for fuel (Siesjö, 1978). Though the brain 
constitutes only 2% of the body’s mass, it 
consumes roughly 21% of the blood's glucose 
(Elia, 1992). Furthermore, there is evidence that 
higher-order, goal-oriented functions such as 
self-regulation rank among the most energeti- 
cally expensive of the brain’s processes, making 
glucose availability and transport particularly 
relevant to these tasks (Fairclough & Houston, 
2004). 

Blood glucose levels are typically measured in 
milligrams per deciliter (mg/dL) using a glucose 
meter to analyze a small drop of blood. Blood 
glucose can be also manipulated by glucose injec- 
tion or ingestion, most precisely through the 
use of a glucose clamp technique in which blood 
glucose levels are “clamped” at hypoglycemic, 
euglycemic, or hyperglycemic levels by the 
intravenous administration of glucose or insulin 
(Defronzo, Tobin, & Andres, 1979). The latter 
technique allows for the systematic study of 
physiological, cognitive, and emotional phenom- 
ena associated with different blood glucose 
levels. Because people with diabetes frequently 
experience low blood glucose and exhibit 
poor glucose tolerance, some studies of the 
relationship between blood glucose and self- 
regulation compare people with and without 
diabetes. 

Blood glucose tolerance, a measure of the 
effectiveness of glucose transport into cells, is 
measured after an overnight fast by the adminis- 
tration of glucose followed by periodic assess- 
ment of blood glucose levels. A pattern of high 
blood glucose after glucose administration fol- 
lowed by a return to baseline levels indicates 
good glucose tolerance, whereas a pattern of 
abnormally high blood glucose levels after glu- 
cose administration followed by a dip below 
baseline indicates poor glucose tolerance. 
Glycosylated hemoglobin (hemoglobin Alc) is a 
long-term measure of the effectiveness of blood 
glucose control, assessing effectiveness over the 
last 2-3 months (Koenig et al., 1976). Because it 
is less sensitive to short-term changes, this mea- 
sure is especially useful for identifying those 
with less effective use of glucose. It has been sug- 
gested that levels of Alc not exceed 6% for 
normal individuals (American Diabetes 
Association, 2008). Alc can be measured using a 
simple Alc monitor to analyze a small drop of 


blood. 
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CHAPTER 3. 


Cortisol 


The primary function of cortisol is to mobilize 
glucose for use in the body by initiating its 
release from the liver and muscles (Lovallo & 
Thomas, 2000). Cortisol release follows a normal 
diurnal pattern, peaking in the morning and fall- 
ing throughout the day with slight increases 
associated with meal times. The spontaneous 
release of additional cortisol by the hypothalamic- 
pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis in response to 
environmental stimuli is most often attributed 
to a “stress response” elicited by physical or psy- 
chosocial stressors (Hennessey & Levine, 1979). 
However, cortisol levels and patterns of release 
may also be associated with energy regulation in 
general. First, cortisol release may change the 
energetic priorities in the body even in the 
absence of stress. Second, cortisol release during 
the exertion of self-regulatory effort may com- 
pensate for or anticipate energy that might be 
required for “fight or flight” or “pause and plan,” 
that is, self-regulation (Segerstrom, Hardy, 
Evans, & Fantini, in press). Although the sponta- 
neous release of additional cortisol makes a 
short-term increase in energy possible, it does 
so in part by slowing or inhibiting long-term 
processes such as tissue repair, digestion, and 
reproduction. 

Cortisol levels can be manipulated pharmaco- 
logically by administering metyraprone, an 
inhibitor of glucocorticoid synthesis that 
decreases cortisol levels, and hydrocortisone, a 
synthetic glucocorticoid (e.g., Lupien et al., 2002). 
Cortisol may be measured in blood, urine, and 
saliva. Only 3%-5% of total blood cortisol is 
unbound and biologically active; in urine and 
saliva, only this active free cortisol is present. 
If measurement by blood sample is necessary, 
Lovallo and Thomas (2000) recommend an 
indwelling catheter, inserted 45-60 minutes 
before the first blood sample is taken. Urine, 
collected most often in 24-hour samples, may 
also be used to measure cortisol. Urinary corti- 
sol, which shows good correlations with plasma 
levels of free cortisol (Moleman et al., 1992), is 
often used in research examining chronic stres- 
sors, as it allows for time-integrated sampling. 
Salivary cortisol, which also correlates highly 
with plasma levels of free cortisol (Aardal & 
Holm, 1995), can be assessed using various 
simple collection methods. Given the accuracy, 
ease, and noninvasiveness of salivary cortisol 
measurement, it is generally considered to be 
the most desirable way to measure cortisol, 
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especially when one is interested in transitory 
changes in HPA activity (Kirschbaum & 
Hellhammer, 1989). 


Autonomic Nervous System 


Although the process of self-regulation and its 
physiological outcomes have been assessed 
through a variety of aspects of autonomic ner- 
vous system responses, cardiac parasympathetic 
activity plays a central role in current theory and 
research. The heart is dually innervated by the 
sympathetic and parasympathetic branches of 
the autonomic nervous system, with opposing 
effects on heart rate. At rest, parasympathetic 
influences predominate, as combined pharmaco- 
logical blockade or surgical denervation of sym- 
pathetic and parasympathetic inputs results in 
increased heart rate. Respiratory sinus arrhyth- 
mia (RSA) provides a noninvasive index of para- 
sympathetic activation of the heart. Heart rate 
accelerates as an individual inhales because the 
parasympathetic inhibition of the heart is briefly 
dampened. Heart rate slows down again as para- 
sympathetic inhibition returns when the indi- 
vidual exhales. This oscillation in heart rate 
across respiratory cycles is RSA, and its magni- 
tude in turn can be used to measure the magni- 
tude of parasympathetic activity. A variety of 
specific methods are used to measure RSA, 
though the most common and readily accessible 
methods quantify the degree of variability in 
heart rate that falls within the likely frequency 
range of respiration (i.e., 9-24 cycles per minute). 
This index, called high frequency heart rate 
variability (HRV), is the most commonly used 
index of parasympathetic activation. It can be 
obtained with relatively simple psychophysio- 
logical assessment methods for measuring heart 
rate and software of extracting the degree of 
HRV corresponding to the respiratory cycle 
(for a review, see Thayer, Hansen, & Johnsen, 
2008). RSA is the primary contributor to total 
variability in heart rate, as specific measures 
of high frequency HRV (i.e, RSA) correlate 
highly with other, less specific measures such 
as the root mean square of the successive differ- 
ences in the interbeat interval (Allen, Chambers, 
& Towers, 2007; Berntson, Lozano, & Chen, 
2005). In the rest of this chapter, we will use 
the more general label of HRV to refer to 
results of the relevant empirical studies, which 
used various means of extracting the parasym- 
pathetically controlled variability in heart rate. 
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Taking Stock 


What do we know so far about the relationship 
of self-regulation to physiology? We begin by 
reviewing relevant theories that link heart rate 
variability and glucose, respectively, to self- 
regulatory ability. We then turn to the empirical 
evidence. Although this is a relatively new area of 
research, there are studies that address physio- 
logical correlates and predictors of self-regulation 
in several domains: executive cognitive function, 
repetitive thought (e.g., worry), emotion, and 
social relationships. 


Psychophysiological Theories of Self- 
Regulation: Polyvagal Theory and 
Neurovisceral Integration 


Two prominent models of the psychophysiology 
of self-regulation emphasize the close connec- 
tions of parasympathetic processes in general 
and HRV in particular to the brain bases of self- 
regulation. Polyvagal Theory (Porges, 2001, 
2007) and the Neurovisceral Integration Model 
(Hagemann, Waldstein, & Thayer, 2003; Thayer 
& Lane, 2000) both note that a set of structures 
and circuits within the pre-frontal regions of the 
brain called the ventral vagus complex plays a 
key role in parasympathetic nervous system 
modulation of emotion and expressive behavior, 
as well as related physiological responses. 
Efferent parasympathetic nerves innervate the 
specific organs involved in expressive behavior 
(e.g., facial expressions and vocalization). These 
aspects of emotion and expressiveness, in turn, 
are central in social interaction. Ongoing para- 
sympathetic inhibition of these responses can be 
altered quickly as individuals vary the level and 
tone of their engagement with the social envi- 
ronment. In these perspectives, relatively stable 
resting levels of HRV reflect the individual’s 
capacity for regulation, whereas short-term 
changes reflect temporary application (i.e., HRV 
increase) or withdrawal (i.e. HRV decrease) of 
the parasympathetic “brake” on sympathetic 
activation and related expressive behavior 
(c.f, Segerstrom & Solberg Nes, 2007). For 
example, HRV increases as individuals attempt 
to regulate the experience or expression of nega- 
tive emotion in response to aversive stimuli 
(Butler et al., 2006). 

The Polyvagal and Neurovisceral Integration 
perspectives are based in large part on the fact 
that neural circuits supporting self-regulation of 
emotion and social behavior and parasympathetic 
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influences on the heart are co-localized in the 
brain, comprising an integrated system (Porges, 
2007; Thayer & Lane, 2009). Anesthesia of the 
pre-frontal cortex region involved in regulation 
of emotion and expressive behavior decreases 
HRV and increases heart rate as parasympathetic 
inhibition is withdrawn (Ahern et al., 2001). 
These brain regions also support aspects of atten- 
tion and response inhibition that are central 
in executive cognitive functions, which are 
essential cognitive underpinnings of the modu- 
lation of emotional expression and social behav- 
ior (Ochsner & Gross, 2007; Posner & Rothbart, 
2007; von Hippel, 2007). Further, HRV is corre- 
lated with performance on executive cognitive 
functioning tasks (Hansen, Johnsen & Thayer, 
2003), and the degree of activation of related 
brain structures (e.g., anterior cingulate cortex) 
correlates with levels of HRV during perfor- 
mance of such tasks (Gianaros, Van Der Veen, 
& Jennings, 2004; Matthews et al., 2004). Hence, 
readily available, inexpensive, and noninvasive 
measures of parasympathetic influences on 
the heart can provide a physiologic window 
through which to observe self-regulatory 
processes. 


Psychophysiological Theories of 
Self-Regulation: The Energy Metaphor 


As the empirical evidence below will attest, higher 
levels of blood glucose and better glucose regula- 
tion are associated with better self-regulation and 
more positive and less negative outcomes related 
to self-regulation. Based on these findings, 
Gailliot and colleagues have proposed that blood 
glucose is a literal measure of the capacity to 
self-regulate (Gailliot & Baumeister, 2007; 
Gailliot et al., 2007). However, there are physio- 
logical complexities that suggest a more nuanced 
interpretation. First, glucose regulation in the 
brain is different than in the periphery. Most glu- 
cose transporters in the periphery (i.e, GLUT4) 
are insulin-regulated and not highly saturable. In 
contrast, most glucose transporters in the brain 
(i.e, GLUT3) are not insulin-regulated, are 
highly saturable, and therefore are completely 
saturated at a wide range of blood glucose levels, 
although transporters at the blood-brain barrier 
(i.e, GLUTI) are less saturable (Frayne, 2003). 
Second, glucose ingestion elicits a host of com- 
plex regulatory responses. For example, increases 
in blood glucose correlate with an increase 
in sympathetic nervous system activity, and 
this relationship may be bidirectional, as both 


10/8/2010 10:03:01 AM 


53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 


79 
80 


81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 


1 
2 


CHAPTER 3. 


feeding and stress can initiate this change. 
Therefore, with regard to the energy theory of 
blood glucose, 


The strength of this notion lies in its 
common-sense plausibility, not in 
scientific evidence, and so the effects may 
well be epiphenomenal... a plethora of 
neurohormonal responses are activated for 
glycaemic homeostasis (Gibson & Green, 
2002, p. 185). 


Although blood glucose may be a good marker, 
it is entirely possible that the effects on self- 
regulatory ability are not due to blood glucose 
per se, but to the indirect effects of blood glucose 
on neurohormonal responses, to its ability to 
index qualities of glucose metabolism and regu- 
lation, or to both. The empirical findings reviewed 
below should be considered in this light. 


Empirical Findings: Regulation of Executive 
Cognitive Functions 


Control over basic cognitive processes such as 
attention is attributed to the central executive; 
hence, executive cognitive functioning has been 
proposed as both an example of and a capability 
essential to self-regulation. Supporting this pro- 
posal, self-regulatory fatigue selectively and 
adversely affects fluid and executive cognitive 
functions (Schmeichel et al., 2003, 2007). 
Conversely, people with stronger executive cog- 
nitive functions (e.g., error control, working 
memory) are more effective self-regulators and 
experience higher levels of well-being (Hofmann, 
Gschwendner, Friese, Wiers, & Schmitt, 2008; 
Robinson, 2007). 

Evidence suggests that higher availability of 
blood glucose, a more responsive cortisol system, 
and higher heart rate variability may all contrib- 
ute to more effective executive control. Gailliot 
and Baumeister (2007) provide a review of the 
literature linking blood glucose to attentional 
control. For example, blood glucose dropped 
during performance of the Stroop color-word 
task, a test of selective attention; Stroop perfor- 
mance correlated inversely with blood glucose; 
and performance could be restored with a glu- 
cose drink (Fairclough & Houston, 2004; Gailliot 
et al., 2007). Other studies have linked low blood 
glucose and poor glucose tolerance to impaired 
performance on difficult, complex, or effortful 
tasks (Benton and Owens, 1993; Benton, Owens, 
and Parker, 1994; Fairclough and Houston, 2004; 
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Owens and Benton, 1994; Schultes et al., 2005) 
and to many forms of self-regulatory failure (see 
Gailliot and Baumeister, 2007, for review). 

A number of medical conditions are associated 
with deficits on neuropsychological measures of 
executive functions (Schillerstrom, Horton, & 
Royall, 2005). Non-insulin-dependent diabetes 
and insulin resistance are particularly interest- 
ing insofar as these conditions reflect poor 
glucose regulation. A number of large, popula- 
tion-based studies in several countries have 
found that individuals with diabetes perform 
more poorly on tests of executive functions 
and inductive reasoning (Abbatecola et al., 2004; 
Kuo et al., 2005; Kumari & Marmot, 2005; 
Qiu et al., 2006; Vanhanen et al., 1999). However, 
it is not clear whether these deficits are specific 
to executive cognitive functions (versus general 
cognitive functioning) or diabetes (versus hyper- 
tension). However, one study found that insulin 
resistance associated with poorer performance 
on the Trail Making Test, a test of cognitive 
flexibility, after controlling for Mini-Mental 
State Examination scores and a host of demo- 
graphic and medical covariates including age, 
BMI, physical activity, and hypertension 
(Abbatecola et al., 1999). 

A study examining the relationship of cortisol 
to executive functioning in preschoolers found a 
positive relationship between HPA activation 
and performance (Blair, Granger, and Razza, 
2005). Another study found that higher levels 
of pretask cortisol were associated with poorer 
executive functioning in women but better exec- 
utive functioning in men (as measured by 
the Wisconsin Card Sorting Test; McCormick, 
Lewis, Somley, & Kaham, 2007). As noted above, 
cortisol release could either facilitate glucose 
release or reflect a compensatory response to 
hypoglycemia. 

Finally, high HRV has been associated with 
better performance at executive cognitive tasks. 
In a small sample of children in Head Start, 
higher HRV at rest and increases in HRV during 
testing were positively, albeit nonsignificantly, 
associated with peg-tapping and Stroop perfor- 
mance (r = .15-.28; Blair, 2003). Luft, Takase, 
and Darby (2009) found that HRV was higher 
during “executive” working memory tasks than 
in simple attention and reaction time tasks in 
adults. Another small study of male Norwegian 
Navy sailors found positive relationships 
between resting HRV and working memory and 
continuous performance test reaction time and 
accuracy (Hansen, Johnsen, & Thayer, 2003). 
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When a subgroup of sailors was restricted 
from physical activity (due to deployment on a 
submarine), their HRV and executive cognitive 
performance both declined relative to the sub- 
group that continued physical training (Hansen, 
Johnsen, Sollers, Stenvik, & Thayer, 2004). 
However, one recent population-based study 
(Whitehall II) did not find any relationship 
between HRV and cognitive performance, includ- 
ing executive functions (Britton et al., 2008). 

In general, then, it seems that blood glucose 
and glucose regulation are important correlates 
of executive cognitive functions, including 
attentional control and cognitive flexibility. 
Furthermore, HRV seems to index the capacity 
to effect these functions, and the slower heart 
rate associated with vagal inhibition may reduce 
glucose consumption in the periphery and 
thereby affect glucoregulatory processes. 
Therefore, these parameters may be important 
for cognitive abilities that in turn help people 
control their thoughts, emotions, and relation- 
ships, to which we turn next. These relationships, 
however, are more evident in small-scale studies 
than in population-based studies. The smaller 
studies tend to be of younger people with few or 
none of the comorbid conditions that may com- 
plicate the relationship between physiology and 
cognitive self-regulatory capacity. 


Empirical Findings: Regulation of 
Repetitive Thought 


Poor self-regulation manifests in thoughts as 
repetitive, uncontrolled, negative thought such 
as worry, rumination, and intrusive thoughts. 
Although fewer studies have addressed the 
physiological substrates of these naturalistic 
cognitions than cognitive function as measured 
with neuropsychological testing (as reviewed 
above), there is some evidence that peripheral 
physiology contributes to control over naturally 
occurring cognition. 

In one study, adults with Type 1 (insulin- 
dependent) diabetes had blood glucose main- 
tained at euglycemic or hypoglycemic levels by 
means of the glucose clamp technique. Under 
hypoglycemic conditions, participants were sig- 
nificantly more likely to report “task-irrelevant” 
cognitions such as “I thought about personal 
worries.” Other cognitive variables such as con- 
centration and confidence were unaffected, sug- 
gesting that control over worries is particularly 
correlated with blood glucose (McAulay, Deary, 
Sommerfield, Matthews, & Frier, 2006). 
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HRY has also been linked to poor control over 
one's thoughts. Alcoholics with lower resting 
HRV also were more bothered by unwanted and 
intrusive thoughts (Ingaldsson, Laberg, & 
Thayer, 2003). Resting HRV (HF power) corre- 
lated with cognitive accessibility of intelligence 
words after experimentally manipulated failure 
at a purported intelligence test (but not after suc- 
cess); higher accessibility of words related to fail- 
ure suggests less inhibitory control over 
failure-related thoughts (Geisler & Kubiak, 
2009). In an ambulatory study, worry episodes 
were characterized by low HRV (Pieper, 
Brosschot, van der Leeden, & Thayer, 2007). One 
question is whether worry creates subjective 
stress, which might lower HRV, or whether epi- 
sodes of HRV are permissive for worry. One 
piece of support for the latter interpretation is 
that although both stress and worry increased 
HR, only worry was associated with low HRV. 


Empirical Findings: Regulation of Emotion 


Emotion regulation refers to the process by 
which individuals “influence which emotions 
they have, when they have them, and how they 
experience and express these emotions” (Gross, 
1998). Because emotion regulation relies on the 
same fatigable resources as other forms of self- 
regulation, it exhibits the same intraindividual 
variability in strength—variability that may be 
explained in part physiologically. Specifically, 
heart rate variability, blood glucose level, the 
effective use of glucose, and cortisol levels and 
patterns of release have been associated with 
one’s ability to regulate emotion. 

A growing body of literature indicates that 
one is more likely to both experience and express 
negative emotions when blood glucose becomes 
low due to natural processes or experimental 
manipulation. In one study, blood glucose was 
manipulated and maintained at hypoglycemic or 
euglycemic levels using a hyperinsulinemic glu- 
cose clamp technique (Gold, MacLeod, Frier, & 
Deary, 1995). During acute hypoglycemia, sub- 
jects reported lower hedonic tone (less happi- 
ness), an increase in tense arousal, and a decrease 
in energy relative to their euglycemic state. In 
another study, individuals with diabetes who 
were prone to hypoglycemic attacks reported 
higher anxiety and lower levels of happiness 
than individuals with diabetes alone (Wredling, 
Theorell, Roll, Lins, & Adamson, 1992). In a 
series of studies, higher blood glucose levels— 
either naturally occurring or due to the effects of 
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a glucose drink--were associated with feeling 
less tense and giving fewer negative responses 
during a frustrating situation (Benton & Owens, 
1993). Not surprisingly, the ineffective use of 
glucose has also been linked to poor emotion 
regulation. Poor glucose tolerance has been asso- 
ciated with many forms of psychopathology 
involving emotion dysregulation, especially 
depression (Winokur, Maislin, Phillips, & 
Amsterdam, 1988). Taken together, work in this 
area suggests that adequate glucoregulation is 
required for active regulation of experienced and 
expressed emotion. 

While research addressing the relationship of 
cortisol and cortisol patterns to specific emotion 
regulation processes is virtually nonexistent, 
there is evidence that deviation from normal 
levels and patterns of secretion is associated with 
many disorders involving emotion dysregula- 
tion. For example, in one large cohort study, indi- 
viduals with current or remitted major depressive 
disorder had a higher cortisol wakening response 
(increase in cortisol during the first 20-30 min- 
utes of wakefulness) than those without current 
or remitted depression, suggesting that those 
with normal patterns of cortisol release may be 
less likely to experience major depression 
(Vreeburg et al., 2009). In another study, indi- 
viduals with Borderline Personality Disorder—a 
disorder characterized by chronic and intense 
emotion dysregulation—had higher cortisol 
wakening response and higher total daily corti- 
sol levels than healthy controls (Lieb et al., 2004). 
Although higher levels of real or perceived stress 
are likely to account for at least part of the rela- 
tionship between psychopathology and abnor- 
mal cortisol values, it is also possible that chronic 
attempts to regulate negative affects influence 
cortisol release. 

HRV has also predicted the ability to regulate 
emotions in naturalistic and laboratory settings. 
Higher resting vagal tone has been associated 
with self-reported ability to regulate emotion, 
lower frustration levels, and lower emotional 
arousal in response to daily stressors over a two- 
week period (Fabes & Eisenberg, 1997). Another 
study found that HRV mediated the relationship 
between perception of security in current rela- 
tionships and effective recovery from a labora- 
tory anger-recall task used to induce anger 
(Diamond & Hicks, 2005). Further, higher HRV 
has been linked to more emotional control and 
less hostility in romantic conflicts among those 
highly sensitive to rejection (Gyurak & Ayduk, 
2008), as well as more approach motivation and 
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less defensiveness among normal subjects 
(Movius & Allen, 2005). 

Higher heart rate variability has also been 
associated with startle responses to acoustic star- 
tle stimuli (Ruiz-Padial, Sollers, Vila, & Thayer, 
2003). The acoustic startle reflex is ordinarily 
potentiated by the presentation of pleasant stim- 
uli and inhibited by the presentation of aversive 
stimuli. In those with low heart rate variability, 
however, pleasant stimuli potentiated, rather 
than inhibited, the startle reflex, suggesting that 
those with low heart rate variability do not ade- 
quately differentiate between emotional cues. 
Such lack of differentiation means that, for those 
with lower HRV, emotional cues could have less 
functional significance and emotion regulation 
could be impaired (Persad & Polivy, 1993; c.f., 
Barrett, Gross, Christensen, & Bevenuto, 2001). 
When subjects in another study were shown a 
film of a slaughterhouse intended to induce neg- 
ative emotion, higher resting HRV predicted less 
negative facial response to the film as well as 
greater ability to exaggerate facial responses to 
the film (Demaree, Robinson, Everhart, & 
Schmeichel, 2004). In a replication and extension 
of this study, higher resting HRV was once again 
associated with less negative facial expression in 
the negative-mood condition (Demaree, Pu, 
Robinson, Schmeichel, & Everhart, 2006). 
Notably, self-report measures of emotional reac- 
tion to the slaughterhouse film and physiological 
measures of sympathetic activation during the 
film were similar across levels of HRV. Because 
self-reported negative mood and measures of 
sympathetic activation are associated with emo- 
tional experience, emotion per se cannot account 
for the finding that higher resting HRV was 
associated with regulation of facial expression 
(Gross & Levenson, 1993, 1997). 

Given the relatively consistent finding that 
higher HRV corresponds to better emotion regu- 
lation, it is not surprising that heart rate vari- 
ability is associated with many forms of 
psychopathology involving emotion dysregula- 
tion, including generalized anxiety disorder 
(GAD; Thayer, Friedman, & Borkovec, 1996), 
panic disorder (Friedman & Thayer, 1998), buli- 
mia nervosa (Kennedy & Heslegrave, 1989), 
anorexia nervosa (Melanson, Donahoo, Krantz, 
Poirier, & Mehler, 2004), post-traumatic stress 
disorder (Blechert, Michael, Grossman, Lajtman, 
& Wilhelm, 2007), bipolar I disorder (Cohen 
et al., 2003), major depression (Agelink, Boz, 
Ullrich, & Andrich, 2002), and borderline per- 
sonality disorder (Weinberg, Klonsky, & Hajcak, 
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in press). Furthermore, increases in heart rate 
variability have been associated with successful 
treatment outcomes in patients with major depres- 
sive disorder (Balogh, Fitzpatrick, Hendricks, & 
Paige, 1993; Chambers & Allen, 2002). 


Empirical Findings: Regulation of Relationships 


Warm and rewarding close relationships can be a 
source of resilience, but the maintenance of rela- 
tionship quality often requires considerable self- 
regulatory effort (Snyder, Simpson, & Hughes, 
2006). For example, protecting and enhancing 
the quality of close relationships such as mar- 
riage often requires efforts to manage the tone of 
potentially conflictual interactions (Halford, 
Lizzio, Wilson, & Occhipinti, 2007), so as to avoid 
the negative interaction cycles that typify trou- 
bled relationships (Fincham & Beach, 1999; 
Snyder, Heyman, & Haynes, 2005). Such efforts 
include the inhibition of angry or aggressive 
impulses, suppression of verbal or facial expres- 
sions of negative affect, self-calming, pursuit of 
more constructive problem-solving, and attempts 
to calm one’s partner. 

As discussed above, if self-regulatory effort 
fatigues this limited resource, the individual 
may be temporarily susceptible to lapses in self- 
control during interactions with close relation- 
ship partners (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, 
& Tice, 1998; Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). 
Effortful self-regulation in social interactions 
outside of close relationships has been shown to 
lead to lapses in self-control during later, unre- 
lated contexts. Further, prior self-regulation 
during non-social tasks can disrupt subsequent 
social functioning in several ways, including 
relaxing restraints on aggressive impulses, 
impairing self-presentation, and attenuating the 
tendency to be accommodating to interaction 
partners (DeWall, Baumeister, Stillman, & 
Gailliot, 2007; Finkel & Campbell, 2001; Stucke 
& Baumeister, 2006; Vohs, Baumeister & 
Ciarocco, 2005). Given the likely greater impor- 
tance relative to interactions with strangers, 
these effects of self-regulation should be particu- 
larly apparent in interactions with strangers. 
However, relatively few studies have examined 
these behavioral processes in established rela- 
tionships, and few have examined the physiolog- 
ical correlates of those processes. 

Low resting levels of HRV are associated with 
insecurity in romantic relationships (Diamond & 
Hicks, 2005), greater social isolation (Horsten 
et al., 1999), and antagonistic social interaction 
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styles (Demaree & Everhart, 2004; Sloan et al., 
1994). However, one study found that stress- 
related decreases in HRV, but not tonic levels, 
were associated with the quality of social rela- 
tionships (Egizio et al., 2008). In contrast, in a 
study of young married couples, resting HRV 
was positively associated with marital quality 
(Smith et al., in press). Further, in animal models 
that manipulate social isolation, disruption of 
social bonds reduces HRV (Grippo, Lamb, Carter, 
& Porges, 2007). Obviously, the association of 
tonic HRV as an index of self-regulatory capac- 
ity and the quality of close relationships requires 
additional research. 

One recent study of young married couples 
provides an illustration of how HRV predicts and 
reflects social regulation in close relationships. 
A negative interaction task evoked a significant 
decrease in resting HRV from before to after the 
task, compared with either a positive or neutral 
task (Smith et al., under review). Importantly, 
this effect was apparent only for wives. During a 
discussion of an ongoing marital problem (e.g., 
money, in-laws, children, household responsibil- 
ities) a few minutes after this first task, wives 
who had previously participated in the negative 
interaction displayed a significant increase in 
HRV while discussing the issue. In contrast, 
women who had participated in the prior neutral 
or positive task displayed a significant decrease 
in HRV typical of stressful experiences, as did 
husbands regardless of the type of prior interac- 
tion. Hence, there was evidence of a depleting 
effect of negative interactions on self-regulatory 
capacity as measured by resting HRV among 
women but not men, as well as evidence of 
increased regulatory effort by these women 
during a subsequent marital conflict discussion. 
The greater effects on tonic and reactive HRV 
among women as compared with men could 
reflect the fact that in close relationships women 
are often more attentive to relationship quality 
(Acitelli, 1992; Nolen-Hoeksema & Jackson, 
2001) and more active in seeking change and 
managing disagreements (Denton & Burleson, 
2007; Vogel et al., 2007). Greater expenditure of 
regulatory effort by women in close relation- 
ships could contribute to sex differences in the 
health benefits of marriage (Kiecolt-Glaser & 
Newton, 2001). That is, women might benefit 
less from close relationships than do men, in part 
because their regulatory reserves are more 
frequently depleted by their greater effort to 
manage the quality of the relationship. 
Interestingly, in the study described above 
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(Smith et al., in press), a positive interaction with 
their spouse produced a small but significant 
increase in women’s resting HRV, suggesting 
perhaps that some of the health benefits of high- 
er-quality close relationships could occur through 
the mechanism of restoring or augmenting the 
capacity for self-regulation. 


Summary 


It could be argued that effective self-regulation 
is a prerequisite to living the “good life.” 
Happiness and well-being, as well as the things 
that seem to bring them, especially good social 
relationships, are not the result of passivity 
but rely on active management to avoid and 
ameliorate the negative (e.g., sadness, conflict) 
and amplify the positive (e.g., happiness, coop- 
eration). This active management is literally 
embodied. 

The clearest theoretical model and most sub- 
stantive empirical evidence is for a relationship 
between tonic HRV and better self-regulatory 
function across a wide range of domains, from 
performance on neuropsychological tests of 
executive functions to reports of marital quality. 
There is also preliminary evidence for a correla- 
tion between self-regulatory effort and phasic 
HRV (Butler et al., 2006; Segerstrom & Solberg 
Nes, 2007; Smith et al., in press). Overlap 
between the central structures that subserve 
self-regulation and cardiac regulation provides 
an anatomical rationale for this relationship, and 
the role of the vagus in modulating aspects of 
emotional and social behavior (e.g., emotional 
expression) provides a functional rationale. The 
fairly direct neurological pathway that the vagus 
provides between central structures and the 
heart, furthermore, means that HRV can be 
interpreted in a straightforward way as efferent 
parasympathetic outflow. 

For the glucoregulatory parameters, including 
cortisol and blood glucose, both theory and evi- 
dence are suggestive but not as clear as for HRV. 
Low blood glucose appears to compromise per- 
formance on neuropsychological tests, particu- 
larly executive cognitive function, control over 
intrusive thoughts, and emotional stability. 
Although the studies reviewed here focused on 
adults, it has been argued that children are more 
vulnerable than adults to the cognitive effects of 
low blood glucose secondary to fasting because 
they have less capacity for glucose storage and 
later release (Gibson & Green, 2002). This devel- 
opmental difference points to the complexity of 
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glucoregulation. Cortisol and blood glucose are 
part of a larger glucoregulatory system that 
includes glucose transporters, an astrocytic glu- 
cose “buffer” in the brain, the sympathetic ner- 
vous system, and energy use by a host of organs 
whose energetic priority may be affected. As 
such, it may be surprising that a simple measure 
such as blood glucose has predictive power at all. 
It is possible that this measure, while not a literal 
indicator of self-regulatory “energy,” does reflect 
a regulatory state that facilitates or inhibits self- 
regulatory function. 


Moving Forward 


The study of psychophysiology has been largely 
dominated by a focus on negative experience, 
that is, stress. The literature reviewed above indi- 
cates that psychophysiology is also inextricably 
intertwined with the positive experiences associ- 
ated with the ability to self-regulate: better cog- 
nitive function, less worry and rumination, more 
positive emotion, and smoother social interac- 
tions. Compared with stress psychophysiology, 
however, self-regulation psychophysiology is in 
its infancy. Moving forward, then, will require 
first and foremost the accumulation of work that 
expands and refines these early studies. 

Appropriately for this stage of research, mOost 
of the extant research employs simple, noninva- 
sive measures such as blood glucose or HRV, and 
studies that manipulate these measures are fewer 
than those that focus on naturalistic individual 
differences. One important question going for- 
ward is whether psychophysiological correlates 
of self-regulation are markers or determinants 
of self-regulatory capacity, and this question can 
be answered only with experimental studies. For 
example, models of the relationship between 
HRV and self-regulation posit that HRV merely 
reflects central processes that are driving self- 
regulatory activity. However, it is possible that, 
given the importance of glucose for these central 
processes, parasympathetic slowing of the heart 
is not an epiphenomenon but an important redis- 
tribution of the energetic demands of the body. 
The heart consists of 0.5% of the body’s mass but 
accounts for 9% of its caloric expenditures 
(Elia, 1992). Pharmacological blockade of the 
parasympathetic nervous system could begin to 
answer the question of whether cardiac slowing 
during self-regulation is an epiphenomenon or 
an important contributor to self-regulatory 
capacity. 


10/8/2010 10:03:02 AM 


54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 


66 


67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 


oO ON OS QI EB UU NB 


qi n qr r 6n qr tp RRR KR RDA A RRwWWWWWwWwWwWwWWnNNNNNNNNNNKR BB BR RO RL ee E 
QR Ö0 N AB € ê ® N@ RQ NR 6S €® AN AUKRWNF DO @®% SI @ çî BQ NR DOH AN AU KRWBNHEHO 


34 PART II. BIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 


The heart and brain are not the only energeti- 
cally demanding organs. Others include visceral 
organs, in particular the liver (2.2% of body 
mass; 19% of caloric expenditure) and kidneys 
(0.4% of body mass; 8% of caloric expenditure). 
It has been known for decades that during sym- 
pathetic nervous system activation associated 
with stress or exercise, blood flow to these organs 
decreases dramatically (e.g., by 50-75% in the 
case of the kidney) (Papillo & Shapiro, 1990) 
while blood flow and the fuel it carries is redis- 
tributed to large muscles. If there is a similar 
redistribution occurring during self-regulation, 
it is possible that there are peripheral changes in 
organs other than the heart. 

For example, the immune system comprises a 
large, integrated system of organs (e.g., spleen), 
cells (e.g., natural killer cells), and molecules 
(e.g., cytokines) (see Clark, 2008, for an accessible 
overview.) Although the immune system is prob- 
ably not a necessary substrate of self-regulation 
per se, it provides an example of how organ sys- 
tems are affected by and in turn may affect self- 
regulation. Almost every function of the immune 
system, beginning with physical mobilization of 
cells and their relocation to the site of infection 
and ending with production of the proteins that 
will effect immunity, requires energy (Demas, 
2004; Elia, 1992; Lochmiller & Deerenberg, 
2000). For example, it has been recognized for 
almost a century that fever comes at a metabolic 
cost, estimated at 7-13% of total metabolism 
per degree Celsius. As a consequence of the ener- 
getic demands of immunity, energy availability 
significantly impacts immune function: Energy 
restriction in the diet and reductions in body fat 
lead to suppression of immune functions and 
increased risk of infection. Self-regulation and 
the immune system may compete. Sometimes 
the immune system “wins” this competition; the 
immune system can signal the brain about the 
presence of infection, and these signals adversely 
affect motivation to expend energy in other pur- 
suits. In the absence of infection, however, self- 
regulation and motivation to pursue other goals 
“wins,” resulting in lower immune function 
(Segerstrom, 2007). However, what happens to 
other peripheral organs during self-regulation is 
not known. 

Also appropriately for this stage of research, 
most studies have focused on a single physiolog- 
ical parameter, such as HRY, salivary cortisol, or 
blood glucose, to study the relationship between 
physiology and self-regulatory effort and capacity. 
Moving forward, research should recognize how 
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closely intertwined these parameters are and 
their abilities to affect each other. For example, 
cortisol and glucose clearly counter-regulate, so 
acute increases in cortisol might either reflect 
hypoglycemia or proactively increase glucose. 
Parasympathetic nervous system activity has 
anti-inflammatory effects, slowing not only the 
heart but this energetically costly function of the 
immune system. How these systems interact 
when the brain is working hard will take us 
beyond snapshots of the physiology of self- 
regulation and start to show the bigger picture. 
Perhaps most important to the forward prog- 
ress of this area is the recognition that demand- 
ing tasks or circumstances differ in both 
self-regulatory demand (i.e., the degree to which 
they require control over thoughts, emotions, or 
behavior) and stressfulness (i.e., the degree to 
which they elicit negative experience). When 
self-regulation and stress coexist, apparently 
perplexing results can be obtained. For example, 
Fairclough and Houston (2004) characterized 
falling glucose levels and increasing HRV during a 
prolonged Stroop task as “contradictory” (p. 185) 
insofar as the parasympathetic component was 
interpreted as an inverse measure of stress 
and effort. However, it appears that the well- 
characterized cardiac stress effect of the Stroop 
(i.e., increased heart rate) was eventually over- 
ridden by the cardiac self-regulation effect. 
Another example comes from the literature on 
stuttering. In laboratory public speaking tasks, 
people who stutter have a “paradoxical” reduc- 
tion of heart rate compared with people who do 
not stutter that can be as large as 20 beats/minute 
(Alm, 2004, p.123). This lower heart rate has 
been attributed variously to anticipatory anxiety 
or to psychodynamic mechanisms in which 
stuttering is a cathartic activity or a means of 
need fulfillment (Alm, 2004). Again, this per- 
plexing result is more understandable if cardiac 
slowing is occurring as a consequence of the self- 
regulatory effort associated with the attempt to 
inhibit stuttering. That is, decreases in heart rate 
among people who stutter as they face a poten- 
tially evaluative audience might reflect the 
increased parasympathetic inhibition of the heart 
accompanying effortful self-regulation. This 
hypothesis could be tested directly by measuring 
HRV. These examples serve to illustrate the 
importance of understanding the psychological 
characteristics of laboratory tasks along multiple 
dimensions rather than the single dimension of 
“stressfulness.” It may also be important to iden- 
tify tasks that are relatively pure along these 
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dimensions in order to isolate their sometimes 
contradictory effects on physiological systems 
(Segerstrom & Solberg Nes, 2007). 

Effects of evaluative threat on stress and self- 
regulation also illustrate the importance of 
studying the social psychophysiology of self- 
regulation. Many of our most important self- 
regulatory challenges—and many of the most 
important sources of both the positive and the 
negative qualities of our lives—involve personal 
relationships. Hence, the social psychophysiol- 
ogy (Cacioppo & Petty, 1983; Smith & Gerin, 
1998) of self- and other regulation during inter- 
actions in important relationships is an impor- 
tant topic for future research. The capacity for 
such regulation, the manner and skill with which 
it is exerted, and the degree of success of such 
efforts are likely to be important influences of 
this central aspect of health and well-being. 
Further, the physiological processes outlined 
here can provide useful windows on these pro- 
cesses, as well as plausible links to health out- 
comes. Integrative measurement of physiological 
processes as described previously (e.g., HRV, glu- 
cose, cortisol), related cognitive processes (e.g., 
individual differences in executive function), and 
behavioral manipulations and measurements of 
regulatory effort in social interactions could help 
address important questions on the role of regu- 
latory capacity and effort in the personal rela- 
tionships. For example, do self-regulatory 
capacity and its fatigue contribute to well-known 
findings in relationship research, such as the fact 
that cycles of negative reciprocity in couple 
interactions predict negative relationship out- 
comes (Snyder et al., 2005)? Further, as sug- 
gested by preliminary findings described 
previously (Smith et al., in press), can positive 
relationship interactions enhance self-regulatory 
capacity? Lastly, do efforts to increase regulatory 
capacity and improve the effectiveness of regula- 
tory effort enhance positivity in close relation- 
ships and promote related emotional and physical 
health benefits? Hence, a positive social psy- 
chophysiology of self-regulation and relation- 
ships is a promising future direction. 

Finally, we (Segerstrom & Smith, 2006; Smith, 
2006) have previously called for more research 
that links short- or medium-term changes in 
physiology to health endpoints. As research in 
this area advances, the link to health should be 
established. There is already evidence that per- 
sonality dimensions associated with good self- 
regulation, such as conscientiousness, predict 
mortality (see Roberts, Kuncel, Shiner, Caspi, & 
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Goldberg, 2007, for a meta-analytic review). 
Positive psychophysiology may provide the link 
between being good living and longevity. 
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Taking Stock 


Mounting scientific evidence indicates that posi- 
tive psychological states are reflected in biologi- 
cal processes, objective physical health, and 
mortality. Several recent reviews have compre- 
hensively summarized the growing literature on 
positive psychology and physical health 
(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005; Pressman 
& Cohen, 2005), and our goal is not to reiterate 
these excellent overviews. Rather, this chapter 
will focus on the mechanisms through which 
positive psychological states influence physical 
health outcomes, focusing on biological pro- 
cesses. To that end, we first review the literature 
on the effect of positive psychological states on 
neuroendocrine and immune system function 
with a focus on hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal 
(HPA) and inflammatory processes. Second, we 
describe our conceptual model of “enhanced 
allostasis” as a mechanism linking positive psy- 
chological states with physical health. Finally, we 
identify questions that remain unanswered and 
outline testable hypotheses guided by both exist- 
ing literature and the enhanced allostasis model. 
For the purposes of this chapter, we use the term 
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“positive psychological states” broadly to include 
positive affect, active coping processes, benefit 
finding, and other positive resources such as 
optimism, self-esteem, and resilience. 


Positive Psychological States and 
Neuroendocrine Function 


Cortisol is released by the hypothalamic-adrenal- 
pituitary (HPA) axis in response to psychological 
stress. Although activation of the HPA system 
prepares the organism to respond to threat and is 
adaptive in the short term, exaggerated or pro- 
longed activation of this stress response may 
lead to excessive secretion of cortisol, which can 
cause wear and tear on the body and increased 
risk for disease (McEwen, 1998). In healthy indi- 
viduals, cortisol exhibits a distinct diurnal 
rhythm, peaking in the early morning and 
declining steadily throughout the day. Thus, 
dysregulation of the HPA axis may be reflected 
in high overall levels of cortisol, dysregulation of 
the diurnal rhythm (e.g., no decline in cortisol in 
the evening), or exaggerated or prolonged corti- 
sol responses to stress. 
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Several studies have demonstrated an associa- 
tion between positive psychological states and 
HPA axis activity, as measured by total cortisol 
excretion and diurnal cortisol regulation. For 
example, reporting benefits or positive life 
changes as a result of living with HIV infection 
was associated with lower 24-hour urinary free 
cortisol output in a large sample of HIV+ men 
and women (Carrico et al., 2006). Both positive 
affect and approach-oriented coping style have 
been inversely associated with average salivary 
cortisol levels across the day (O’Donnell, Badrick, 
Kumari, & Steptoe, 2008; Steptoe et al., 2008). 
Within subjects, reports of positive affect were 
associated with lower salivary cortisol levels 
regardless of time of day (Smyth et al., 1998). 
There is also evidence that both optimism (Lai 
et al., 2005) and positive affect are associated 
with lower salivary cortisol secretion in the 
morning (Polk et al., 2005; Steptoe, Gibson, 
Hamer, & Wardle, 2007), resulting in a low, flat 
diurnal rhythm. 

Positive psychological states have also been 
examined as moderators of the cortisol response 
to acute stress. Self-esteem has been demon- 
strated to buffer cortisol responses to experi- 
mental psychological stress in older adults 
(Seeman et al., 1995), as has affirmation of per- 
sonal values in younger adults (Creswell et al., 
2005). Emotional intelligence, an individual’s 
perceived ability to recognize and regulate his or 
her emotions, has also been associated with 
reduced cortisol reactivity to laboratory stress 
(Mikolajezak et al., 2007). In a study of healthy 
young men, those who scored higher on a mea- 
sure of psychological resilience exhibited lower 
cortisol levels in anticipation of a public speech 
task (Mikolajczak et al., 2008). A recent meta- 
analysis examining the effect of chronic psycho- 
logical states on cortisol reactivity found that 
positive affect and other positive psychological 
factors (but not negative affect) were associated 
with reduced HPA reactivity (Chida & Hamer, 
2008). Because uncontrollable, social-evaluative 
threats are most evocative of HPA responses 
(Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004), such positive psy- 
chological resources as favorable view of oneself 
or ability to regulate negative emotions may 
result in less perceived threat when encounter- 
ing acute social stressors (e.g, a laboratory 
speech task). Positive psychological resources 
may also affect biological adaptation to repeated 
stressful situations. For example, in a study that 
exposed younger adults to repeated social stres- 
sors, those who reported higher self-esteem 
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showed more rapid neuroendocrine habituation 
(i.e., decreased response magnitude to repeated 
presentation of a stressor; Kirschbaum et al., 
1995). Another study examining HPA habitua- 
tion to repeated laboratory stressors found that 
healthy women who reported positive benefits as 
a result of their most stressful life event habitu- 
ated more quickly than women who did not (Epel 
et al., 1998). Thus, positive psychological states 
may reduce basal HPA activity, buffer individu- 
als from stress-induced HPA activation, and 
facilitate more rapid HPA habituation to repeated 
stressors, all of which result in decreased expo- 
sure of tissues to the potentially damaging effects 
of cortisol. 

Other endocrine markers have received less 
attention in relation to positive psychological 
states, but several warrant mention. Of particu- 
lar relevance are anabolic hormones. In contrast 
to catabolic hormones such as cortisol, which 
break down molecules to produce energy, ana- 
bolic hormones stimulate protein synthesis and 
tissue growth. The prototypical anabolic hor- 
mones include dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA), 
which may protect tissues from the deleterious 
effects of cortisol, as well as hormones of the 
growth hormone axis (growth hormone (GH) 
and insulin-like growth factor (IGE)). Other hor- 
mones that can be considered anabolic and may 
also be important for health include oxytocin 
and neuropeptide Y (NPY). To date, positive psy- 
chological correlates of anabolic hormones have 
been examined in only a handful of studies. 
Positive affect and active coping have been cor- 
related with higher levels of growth hormone 
(Epel, Adler, Ickovics, & McEwen, 1999; Epel, 
Adler, Ickovics, McEwen, & Clayton, 2001), and 
IGF-1 was positively correlated with social well- 
being among younger adults (Unden et al., 2002). 
Positive social emotions such as love and trust 
are associated with oxytocin (Gonzaga, Turner, 
Keltner, Campos, & Altemus, 2006; Kosfeld, 
Heinrichs, Zak, Fischbacher, & Fehr, 2005). 
Anabolic hormones have also been linked to pos- 
itive psychological processes in the context of 
stress. In two recent studies of veterans, DHEA 
was associated with total coping scores as well 
as recovery from combat trauma (i.e, PTSD 
symptom improvement) whereas NPY was asso- 
ciated with approach-oriented coping and resil- 
ience to combat trauma (defined as combat 
exposure without PTSD; Yehuda, Brand, Golier, 
& Yang, 2006; Yehuda, Brand, & Yang, 2006). 
NPY has also been associated with resilience to 
psychological distress among military personnel 
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undergoing survival training (Morgan et al., 
2002). These preliminary findings implicate ana- 
bolic hormones in resilience to psychological 
stress. 


Positive Psychological States and 
Immune Function 


In the field of psychoneuroimmunology, research 
has generally focused on the relationship 
between immunity and negative psychological 
states such as stress and depression. A small and 
growing field of literature highlights the impor- 
tance of positive psychological states for immune 
function as well, generally supporting the 
hypothesis that positive psychological states are 
related to superior functioning 
(Marsland et al., 2007). For example, trait posi- 
tive affect has been associated with a higher level 
of Hepatitis B antibody production after vaccina- 
tion (Marsland et al., 2006) and higher levels of 
natural killer cell activity (Valdimarsdottir & 
Bovbjerg, 1997). The relationship between posi- 
tive psychological states and immune function 
has also been examined in the context of immune 
disorders, particularly HIV/AIDS, with studies 
showing beneficial effects of benefit finding and 
other positive states on CD4 T cell levels and 
viral load (Bower et al., 1998; Ickovics et al., 2006; 
Ironson & Haward, 2008; Milam, 2006). In this 
section, we focus our discussion on the links 
between positive psychosocial factors and inflam- 
matory processes, given growing evidence of 
their importance for physical health. 
Inflammation is associated with a variety of 
negative health outcomes, including cardiovas- 
cular disease (Ross, 1999), diabetes (Hotamisligil, 
Shargill, & Spiegelman, 1993), and cancer 
(Coussens & Werb, 2002). Several recent studies 
have examined the cross-sectional association 
between positive psychological states and inflam- 
matory activity. In general, most report an 
inverse correlation between positive moods or 
resources and markers of inflammation, includ- 
ing proinflammatory cytokines (e.g, IL-6, 
TNF-a), and markers of cytokine activity 
(e.g., C-reactive protein (CRP), soluble IL-6 
receptor). For example, positive affect was associ- 
ated with lower plasma levels of IL-6 and CRP in 
women (Steptoe et al., 2008), and life purpose 
was associated with lower levels of soluble IL-6 
receptor in older women (Friedman et al., 2007). 
A study examining the capacity of immune cells 
to produce cytokines when stimulated with 


immune 
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lipopolysaccharide found that positive affective 
style was inversely correlated with IL-6 produc- 
tion and with production of the anti-inflammatory 
cytokine IL-10 (Prather et al., 2007). Of note, the 
findings in this emerging area are not entirely 
consistent; for example, studies have shown 
effects in women but not men (Steptoe et al., 
2008), for some positive states but not others 
(Friedman et al., 2007), and for some inflamma- 
tory markers but not others (Friedman et al., 
2007; Prather et al., 2007). 

Acute psychological stress is associated with 
increased circulating inflammatory markers and 
stimulated cytokine production (Steptoe, Hamer, 
& Chida, 2007), and there is also evidence that 
positive psychological processes may buffer this 
inflammatory reactivity to acute stress. Optimism 
buffered the effect of stress on IL-6 levels after 
controlling for age, body mass index, and depres- 
sive symptoms (Brydon et al., 2009). Self-esteem 
was also associated with smaller TNF-a and IL-1 
receptor antagonist (IL-1RA) responses immedi- 
ately post-stress and lower IL-1RA levels 45 
minutes after stress (O’Donnell et al., 2008). 
Emotional approach coping (i.e., coping by pro- 
cessing or expressing emotions) was associated 
with less pronounced TNF-a responses to acute 
stress (but not related to IL-6 or cortisol reactiv- 
ity; Master et al., 2009). In a study examining 
fibrinogen responses to experimental stress, 
individuals who reported higher levels of happi- 
ness showed lower responses (Steptoe, Wardle, & 
Marmot, 2005). Thus, positive moods and psy- 
chological resources have been associated with 
both lower levels of baseline systemic inflamma- 
tion as well as attenuated inflammatory reactiv- 
ity to acute stress. 


Summary and Limitations of Existing Literature 


Taken together, this growing literature suggests 
that positive psychological states and resources 
are associated with reduced HPA and inflamma- 
tory activity. A handful of studies also support 
an association between positive psychological 
states and higher levels of anabolic hormones 
such as DHEA and GH. However, several impor- 
tant limitations of these studies must be 
addressed by future science. 

First, the mechanisms that link positive psy- 
chological states and biological processes have 
not been articulated. How might positive affect, 
or purpose in life, influence circulating levels of 
inflammatory cytokines? Do these states have 


10/8/2010 10:06:29 AM 


53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 


90 


91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 


o DOAN DH BQN KS 


qi n qr r ern op BRD A RA A RSS wWWWWWWwWWwWWnNNNNNNNNNNKR BBB Be eee E 
ORWNFOHWKDANAUARWNF TOO AN AUKRWNF DOH @®% SI @ QI BQ NR 6$ e AN AU BQ NR ®9 


44 PART II. BIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 


direct effects on physiological systems, or do 
they act primarily as stress buffers, mitigating 
the detrimental impact of stressful life experi- 
ences on neuroendocrine and immune function? 
Are effects primarily mediated by behavioral 
confounds, such as sleep, social engagement, and 
adherence to medical regimens? Surprisingly 
few studies have directly tested these questions, 
which are critical for advancing our understand- 
ing of the “biology” of positive psychology. 

Second, most existing studies examine cross- 
sectional associations, but longitudinal studies 
will be necessary to disentangle causal and tem- 
poral relationships between positive psychologi- 
cal factors and biomarkers. Bidirectionality must 
also be considered, particularly with regard to 
inflammatory activity, as proinflammatory 
cytokines can elicit increases in depressed 
mood (Reichenberg et al., 2001) and reductions 
in positive affect (Janicki-Deverts et al., 2007; 
Spath-Schwalbe et al., 1998). 

Third, although the HPA axis and inflamma- 
tory activity are implicated in a wide range of 
diseases, the relationships between positive psy- 
chological states and endocrine/immune activity 
are rarely examined in combination with clini- 
cally relevant outcomes. A recent meta-analysis 
of 70 prospective studies supported a significant 
effect of positive well-being on mortality out- 
comes among healthy populations and clinical 
populations, independent of negative affect and 
measured behavioral covariates (Chida & Steptoe, 
2008). Positive affect has also been associated 
with protection from the development of stroke 
(Ostir, Markides, Peek, & Goodwin, 2001) and 
infectious diseases (Cohen et al., 2003). However, 
these outcomes have not been investigated in 
concert with potential biological mediators. 

Relatedly, it will be important to identify for 
which clinical populations positive psychological 
states matter. The strongest evidence for the 
benefit of positive psychological states exists for 
HIV (Ironson & Hayward, 2008; Moskowitz, 
2003). In contrast, there is less evidence of ben- 
eficial effect of positive well-being among cancer 
patients (Brown et al., 2000). In their review, 
Pressman and Cohen (2005) suggest that posi- 
tive affect may be more beneficial for patients for 
whom behavioral factors (e.g., exercise, medica- 
tion adherence) are more closely linked to the 
disease process. 

Fourth, existing studies also provide limited 
insight into which specific positive psychological 
states are beneficial for physiological function- 
ing. It has been suggested that eudaimonic 
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(e.g., purpose and meaning in life) rather than 
hedonic (e.g., positive moods reflecting pleasure 
and contentment) states may be more closely 
tied to health (Friedman et al., 2007), although 
empirical support for this hypothesis is mixed. 
A variety of positive psychological states have been 
linked to health outcomes, including optimism, 
self-esteem, positive mood, and finding benefit 
in stressful life events. Because most investiga- 
tors focus on only one or two of these constructs 
in their analyses, it remains unclear which posi- 
tive states or traits are most relevant to physical 
health, or whether constellations of traits may be 
most predictive of health outcomes. 

Finally, to determine whether positive psy- 
chological states have unique implications for 
biological health beyond negative psychological 
states, it is important to determine whether the 
variance accounted for by positive psychological 
states overlaps with that explained by negative 
moods. Not all studies control for the effect of 
negative psychological states. However, it is 
encouraging that several recent studies have 
found evidence of a unique contribution of posi- 
tive affect independent of negative mood (Brydon 
et al., 2009; Marsland et al., 2006; Moskowitz, 
2003; Moskowitz, Epel, & Acree, 2008; Prather 
et al., 2007). 


The Enhanced Allostasis Model 


We recently described a conceptual model termed 
“enhanced allostasis,” which we argue provides a 
useful framework for understanding the biologi- 
cal underpinnings of positive psychological states 
(Bower et al., 2009; Epel, McEwen, & Ickovics, 
1998). Enhanced allostasis refers to highly adap- 
tive physiological response to stressors and bio- 
logical regulation of allostatic systems. The 
enhanced allostasis theory is an extension of the 
allostatic load model (McEwen, 1998). According 
to the allostatic load model, frequent or chronic 
stress causes repeated or prolonged fluctuations 
of physiological stress response systems, which 
may exact a cumulative toll on homeostatic sys- 
tems such as the HPA axis. As a result, these 
overburdened stress response systems may 
exhibit less flexible or salutary responding over 
time (e.g., slower recovery, inadequate habitua- 
tion), accelerating disease processes. 

In contrast, enhanced allostasis describes adap- 
tive responding to stress that may accompany 
positive psychological responses to challenge 
(Bower et al., 2009; Epel et al., 1998). With 


10/8/2010 10:06:29 AM 


56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 


84 


85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 
106 
107 


o ON DH BB UNB 


N ê ool eo a 
o AN DU BB QÎ N FPF 9 


CHAPTER 4. 


enhanced allostasis, physiological responses to 
stress are more efficient, circumscribed, and 
tightly regulated than normal, reducing wear 
and tear and protecting individuals from diseases 
of stress and age. Figure 4.1 depicts four response 
profiles reflective of enhanced allostasis. The first 
panel illustrates fewer “hits,” or fewer physio- 
logical responses to frequent stressors. The 
second panel illustrates rapid physiological 
habituation to repeated stress exposure. In this 
case, an individual mounts a full physiologic 
response when first exposed to a stressor but 
quickly adapts when re-exposed to a stressor of 
the same type. The third panel focuses on 
response to an individual stressor and is charac- 
terized by a peak response with rapid recovery 
following termination of the stressor. In addi- 
tion, as depicted in the fourth panel, enhanced 
allostasis may be reflected in health-enhancing 
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changes in baseline restorative processes (e.g., 
higher heart rate variability, higher levels of 
anabolic hormones) that result in lower tonic 
physiological arousal. All four profiles limit the 
body’s exposure to excessive and/or prolonged 
levels of stress hormones. 

Positive psychological processes figure promi- 
nently in the enhanced allostasis model, as more 
efficient responses to stress are thought to follow 
from more positive appraisals of potential stres- 
sors, use of approach-oriented coping strategies, 
employment of positive coping resources (e.g., 
self-esteem, optimism), and experience of posi- 
tive mood. An example here would be an indi- 
vidual who shows a physiological reaction to the 
stress of an argument with a friend but whose 
effective coping efforts in the aftermath of the 
argument limit the duration of HPA activation. 
A key aspect of the enhanced allostasis model is 
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Figure 4.1. Four Profiles of Enhanced Allostasis 
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These panels depict four physiological profiles illustrative of enhanced allostasis. Enhanced allostasis 
describes a pattern of adaptive physiological responding to stress which we hypothesize may be a conse- 
quence of benefit finding and accompanying changes in cognitive, affective, social, and motivational 
domains. Panel 1 depicts a pattern of fewer physiological responses (“hits”) to external events, Panel 2 
depicts a pattern of rapid habituation of physiological responses to repeated stressors, Panel 3 depicts a 
pattern of peak response with rapid recovery to baseline following termination of a stressor, and Panel 4 
depicts a pattern of lower tonic arousal in physiological stress systems due to baseline differences in 


restorative physiological processes. 


Reprinted from Bower, J. E., Low, C. A., Moskowitz, J., Sepah, S., & Epel, E. (2009). Benefit finding and 
physical health: Positive psychological changes and enhanced allostasis. Social and Personality Psychology 
Compass, 2, 223-244. Used with permission from John Wiley and Sons. 
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the idea that positive psychological processes 
may be reflected in biological regulation that is 
healthier than normal. Just as positive psychol- 
ogy is not merely the absence of psychopathol- 
ogy or negative psychological states, the biology 
of positive psychology likely involves physio- 
logical processes that are not merely the absence 
of pathogenic processes and ill health (Charney 
et al., 2004). Indeed, these indicators of physio- 
logical health and flourishing may be more prox- 
imally associated with psychological health and 
flourishing and may mediate the observed effects 
of positive psychological states on disease- 
relevant processes by undoing pathogenic effects 
of stress. 


Moving Forward 


Existing data support the hypothesis that posi- 
tive psychological states matter for health and 
physiological processes. The enhanced allostasis 
model provides a conceptual framework suggest- 
ing why this might be the case. In this exciting 
area of research, many important questions 
remain to be addressed. Guided by both existing 
literature and the enhanced allostasis model, we 
suggest specific, testable hypotheses that repre- 
sent priority areas of inquiry for current and 
future researchers if we are to advance the field 
of positive health psychology. 


Positive Psychological Processes Affect 
Physiological Processes Such as HPA and 
Inflammatory Activity, Independent of the 
Effects of Negative Psychological Processes 


The extant literature provides suggestive cross- 
sectional evidence that positive psychological 
processes are associated with reduced HPA and 
inflammatory activity. We hypothesize that 
these effects are causal and will be detectable in 
future longitudinal and experimental studies. 
Given preliminary findings that cross-sectional 
effects are independent of negative mood, we 
further predict that longitudinal effects will 
persist when negative psychological states such 
as depression are controlled. For example, we 
hypothesize that the relationship between posi- 
tive affect and the rapid physiological recovery 
characteristic of enhanced allostasis will remain 
significant even after statistical models are 
adjusted for negative affect. 

The mechanisms underlying these causal rela- 
tionships will be an important area for future 
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investigations. We hypothesize that some of the 
benefits of positive psychological states on phys- 
iology are mediated by improvements in health 
behaviors, specifically sleep, physical activity, 
and adherence to medical regimens. Guided by 
the enhanced allostasis model, we suspect that 
benefits are also partially mediated by the buff- 
ering role of positive psychological states in the 
context of stress. To test this pathway, it will be 
important for future studies to test interactions 
between positive states and stress to determine 
whether the effects of positive mood, optimism, 
or other positive factors on physiology are most 
significant under conditions of stress. Prospective 
research that examines whether positive factors 
protect individuals from the pathogenic effects 
of subsequent stressors will also be important. 


Positive Psychological Processes Affect 
Markers of Positive Physiological Functioning 


In addition to their inverse association with 
markers of dysfunction and predictors of nega- 
tive health (e.g., reduced HPA and inflammatory 
activity), we predict that positive psychological 
processes will also be positively correlated with 
indicators of positive physiological functioning, 
including heart rate variability and anabolic 
hormones. Although anabolic hormones such as 
DHEA and growth hormone have received lim- 
ited empirical attention by health psychologists, 
we hypothesize that these restorative, homeo- 
static biomarkers are closely related to psycho- 
logical and physiological resilience to stress. 
Thus, we predict that positive psychological pro- 
cesses will be causally linked to higher levels of 
these hormones at baseline and in response to 
stress. 


The Effects of Positive Psychological 
Processes on Physiology Are Clinically 
Significant 


Previous research has demonstrated that positive 
psychological processes are related to (a) physi- 
ological processes including neuroendocrine and 
immune activity and (b) clinical outcomes such 
as disease incidence and mortality. Too few stud- 
ies have examined both of these relationships to 
test whether changes in physiology are clinically 
significant and mediate effects on health out- 
comes. At this point, it remains unclear whether 
positive psychological processes induce changes 
in physiology that are of the type, magnitude, 
and duration to significantly affect long-term 
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health outcomes. We hypothesize that the neu- 
roendocrine and immune effects of positive psy- 
chological processes will predict health outcomes, 
including both protection from negative out- 
comes such as disease and death as well as posi- 
tive outcomes such as successful aging and 
vitality. That said, we predict that these relation- 
ships will become clear only when researchers 
take a more dynamic, fine-grained look at these 
physiological processes. Increasing or decreasing 
levels of cortisol or specific cytokines are difficult 
to interpret in isolation, and a more nuanced 
view of the dynamic regulation inherent in these 
systems should become a goal of future research. 
In addition, it will be important to examine 
physiological processes that are known to be 
relevant for a particular health outcome (e.g., 
inflammation and cardiovascular disease or met- 
abolic peptides/hormones and obesity) to draw 
conclusions about mechanistic pathways. 


Positive Psychological Processes Are More 
Beneficial for Some Individuals Under Some 
Conditions 


As the literature on positive psychological states 
and biological processes continues to grow, the 
conditions under which such psychological vari- 
ables are most beneficial for physical health will 
emerge. Based on the enhanced allostasis model, 
we hypothesize that positive psychological states 
will be most relevant to health for populations at 
risk for allostatic load and disease (e.g., older 
adults or individuals under chronic stress) and 
for clinical populations. With regard to clinical 
populations, there is some evidence that positive 
psychological states matter most in the context 
of conditions where behavioral factors are closely 
related to disease processes (Pressman & Cohen, 
2005). For example, positive affect predicts mor- 
tality for adults with AIDS (Moskowitz, 2003) 
and diabetes (Moskowitz, Epel, & Acree, 2008) as 
well as incidence of coronary heart disease 
(Kubzansky & Thurston, 2007). All three of 
these disorders require considerable adherence 
to medical regimens and recommended changes 
in health behavior (e.g., exercise), which positive 
psychological processes such as self-esteem and 
positive mood may motivate and sustain. 
However, there is less evidence for a benefit of 
positive psychological states in the context of 
cancer, where behavioral factors might account 
for less variance in disease progression. 

We also hypothesize that trait positive psy- 
chological factors will be more beneficial than 
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more short-lived positive mood states, providing 
cumulative benefits of health behaviors, stress- 
buffering, and physiological changes. The exist- 
ing literature also more strongly supports the 
importance of trait vs. state factors (Pressman & 
Cohen, 2005). 


Different Positive Psychological Processes 
Affect Physical Health through Different 
Pathways 


It will be important for future research to consider 
whether different kinds of positive psychological 
processes affect physical health outcomes through 
different pathways. For example, different psy- 
chological processes may regulate different com- 
ponents of the stress response, where positive 
appraisals are particularly important for regulat- 
ing initial responses to stress as people weigh 
what is at stake for them when confronted with 
a potential stressor. If they appraise a situation as 
not relevant to their goals, they are less likely to 
respond physiologically. On the other hand, 
coping and positive emotion may play a stronger 
role in recovery, allowing an individual who pos- 
itively reframes a stressful situation to return to 
a physiological baseline quickly once a stress 
response has been initiated. Other psychological 
processes such as self-efficacy may be especially 
important for motivating and sustaining positive 


health behaviors. 


Interventions aimed at enhancing positive 
psychological processes will affect physiology 
and consequent physical health 


The development of clinical interventions 
designed to enhance positive psychological states, 
traits, and processes is a key objective for future 
applied research in this field. To date, randomized 
controlled trials of positive psychological inter- 
ventions are limited, but existing evidence is 
encouraging. For example, Stanton and colleagues 
(2002) assigned women with early-stage breast 
cancer to write about positive thoughts and feel- 
ings about their experience with breast cancer 
(benefit finding condition), their deepest thoughts 
and feelings about breast cancer (emotional dis- 
closure condition), or facts of their breast cancer 
experience (control condition). Those in both the 
benefit finding and emotional disclosure condi- 
tions had significantly fewer medical appoint- 
ments for cancer-related problems than those 
in the control condition at the three-month 
follow-up, although neuroendocrine or immune 
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mediators were not measured in this study. 
Antoni and colleagues (2001) found a significant 
increase in benefit finding among women after 
a 10-week cognitive behavioral intervention 
(Antoni et al., 2001) that was correlated with 
decreases in serum cortisol (Cruess et al., 2000) 
and with increases in lymphocyte proliferation 
(McGregor et al., 2004) in small subgroup analy- 
ses (although note that this intervention was not 
aimed explicitly at positive psychological pro- 
cesses). An intervention that asked students to 
list weekly “things in your life that you are 
grateful or thankful for” found that randomiza- 
tion to this condition was associated with reduc- 
tions in self-reported physical symptoms, relative 
to students who listed hassles or more neutral 
events, although, again, neuroendocrine or 
immune mediators of this effect were not 
assessed (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). Taken 
together, these preliminary studies suggest that 
interventions specifically designed to increase 
positive moods (e.g., gratitude) or coping 
resources (e.g., positive reappraisal coping) hold 
promise as cost-effective strategies for improv- 
ing neuroendocrine and immune function as 
well as physical health (Moskowitz, in press). 

In conclusion, there is increasing attention to 
positive psychological constructs and their 
importance for mental and physical well-being. 
We are heartened by this proliferation of scien- 
tific investigation into the biology of positive 
psychology and also cognizant of the limitations 
of existing research and the rigorous longitudi- 
nal and theoretically guided work that remains 
to be done. Existing data support our general 
hypothesis that positive psychological processes 
are beneficial for health and for neuroendocrine 
and immune function in particular. Based on 
these findings, we advance the enhanced allosta- 
sis model to guide future research and integrate 
findings in this area. Overall, we believe that 
identification of the physiological pathways 
through which positive psychological processes 
influence physiological processes and physical 
health are an important topic for future 
research. 
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The Primary Process Affects in Human 
Development, Happiness, and Thriving 


Jaak Panksepp 


Introduction 


As Jeremy Bentham, the father of utilitarianism, 
noted—“utility” reflects “that property in any 
object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, 
advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness ... or .. 
to prevent the happening of mischief, pain, evil 
or unhappiness” (Introduction to the Principles 
of Morals and Legislation, 1789). Since presum- 
ably the material world outside living bodies 
contains no feelings, the most momentous ques- 
tion in all positive psychology research is: what 
are those properties in “objects”? A reasonable 
provisional answer is the capacity of various 
world events to evoke affective feelings within 
our brains. All affective (valenced) feelings, as 
they arise either intrinsically (unconditionally) 
or via learned associations, have much utility for 
survival. They arise from the psychobiological 
properties of our brains and minds and bodies 
(henceforth BrainMinds as well as occasionally 
BrainMindBody functions’). 

Brains elaborate several distinct forms of 
primary-process affective experience. Some 
arise from the way we perceive the world with 
our externally directed senses (sensory affects). 
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Others arise from the way our brains interocep- 
tively monitor what is happening inside our 
bodies (homeostatic affects). Yet others reflect 
intrinsic activities of our brain (emotional 
affects). They all presumably contribute to our 
lingering moods. Thus our affective feelings 
come in many forms, and the failure to distin- 
guish them causes much confusion in emotion 
research and affective science. Here, I will focus 
mostly on those most mysterious feelings that 
originate within the brain itself—the emotional 
affects that are not tightly restricted to specific 
exteroceptive and interoceptive body state chan- 
nels like the sensory and homeostatic varieties. 
This is not to say that emotional affects are not 
modulated by sensory and homeostatic inputs; 
they surely are, but that BrainMindBody “higher- 
order psychological insights” (most of which 
remains to be well studied) do not help that 
much in explaining the mystery of the various 
basic types of emotional experiences we have, 
but rather their tertiary-process complexities 
(vide infra). 

Right now, one of the greatest scientific myster- 
ies is: What is happening in the brain when we are 
having these various types of affective feelings? 
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Clearly, some arise as intrinsic unconditioned 
properties of our brains (primary-process 
affects). Others arise more from learned associa- 
tions (secondary-process affects). Yet others arise 
from these “simpler” processes interacting with 
our capacity for language, thought, and reflec- 
tions (tertiary-process affects). The biggest part 
of the mystery seems to reside in the intrinsic 
MindBrain functions that give our perceptual 
experiences their affective feeling tone. This is 
most poignant for emotional feelings, since there 
are initially (before learning) only a few external 
stimuli that can evoke emotional feelings—the 
so-called unconditioned stimuli of behavioristic 
learning paradigms. 

There are many reasons we know so little 
about how our valenced feelings—the various 
positive and negative affects—are created within 
the brain. Some are taken in by the illusion that 
affects are just “sensations” or “perceptions” 
that arise largely from, as opposed to just being 
triggered and modulated by, external events. 
People are generally not accustomed to viewing 
their primary-process affective states as being 
ancestral “memories”—qualities of mind that 
they inherited from an ancestral past, ancient brain 
functions still shared with all other mammals in 
general principles if not the precise details. 
Scientists have at times also been searching for 
the mechanisms of affect in the wrong places, 
especially the expanded neocortical-cognitive 
terrain of human beings, not to mention higher 
brain interpretation of bodily states (i.e, the 
many James-Lange types of theories of emo- 
tion). Regrettably few investigators envision 
the scientific problem in hierarchical terms, rang- 
ing from various unconditioned foundational 
“primary-process” issues—best studied in animal 
models—to a great variety of higher-order 
thought-penetrated MindBrain processes best 
studied in humans. 


Conceptual Perspectives 


The continuing failure of psychology to cultivate 
a cross-mammalian sub-neocortical locus of con- 
trol for human emotional feelings can be placed 
directly at the doorstep of influential behavior- 
ists, largely interested in secondary behavioral 
processes (i.e., learning) who have long claimed 
that the emotions “are excellent examples of the 
fictional causes to which we commonly attribute 
behavior” (p. 160, Skinner, 1953). This kind 
of thinking within the modern era also goes back 
to Cartesian dualism whereby animals were 
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envisioned as “machines” while humans possessed 
immortal souls from which the gift of mental life 
arises. Nonsense. To this day, such historical mis- 
takes still lead prominent investigators studying 
fear-learning in animals, using traditional foot- 
shock classical-conditioning procedures in animal 
models, to assert that their animals feel nothing 
(e.g., LeDoux, 1996 (p. 302), but see his 2009 for 
a slight re-tuning). In any event, work on the 
unconditioned neural mechanisms of raw affec- 
tive experiences in animal models, especially 
positive emotions, has not been encouraged 
within our current Zeitgeist. As George Vaillant 
(2008) noted: “The first article specifically on 
“the neurobiology of the positive emotions 
(Burgdorf and Panksepp, 2006) has only been 
published in the last year.” Meanwhile hundreds 
if not thousands of papers have been published 
on fear conditioning under the guise that they 
are clarifying the fundamental nature of emo- 
tional processes of the brain, while they have 
clarified only some of the secondary-processes of 
fear conditioning, and perhaps not the core of 
the mechanisms, which may be more linked to 
the intrinsic “world grasping” properties of the 
unconditioned emotional response pathways 
than how unconditioned stimuli promote the 
creation of conditioned stimuli. I will focus here 
on how an understanding of the primary-process 
(unconditioned response) nature of human emo- 
tional affects may be achieved through the use of 
animal models, which may set the stage for more 
realistic emotional learning theories that have 
broader implications for positive psychology. 

Positive psychological science and practice 
may benefit from empirically based neuroscien- 
tific visions of how core, primary-process affec- 
tive processes arise from mammalian brains.’ 
Useful strands of positive psychobiological 
knowledge should arise especially from our 
emerging understanding of the primary-process 
positive and negative emotional qualia of mental 
life that arise from our ancestral mammalian 
nature, as recently illuminated by affective neu- 
roscience research. The evidence now speaks 
loudly—raw affects are intimately intermeshed 
with the ancient (sub-neocortical) neural circuits 
that generate natural-instinctual (uncondi- 
tioned) emotional behaviors (Panksepp, 1982, 
1998a, 2005a). 

As used here, primary-process emotions are 
the evolutionary “givens” of mental life; they 
encode various unconditional affective responses 
of the brain that were designed to code key sur- 
vival values of life—they intrinsically anticipate 
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CHAPTER 5. 


universal survival issues. They are evolved tools 
for living—internal affective states that immedi- 
ately provide guidance for behaviors; they have an 
intrinsic capacity to sustain life. They are guides 
for living from our ancestral past. From a slightly 
different vantage, they are strongly experienced 
intrinsic “memories” (unconditioned responses) 
that can rapidly shift organisms’ bodily and 
mental attitudes to environmental events. In other 
words, raw emotional-affective experiences arise 
from the same sub-neocortical brain networks 
that generate coherent instinctual action dis- 
plays. The data for that is compelling (Panksepp, 
1998a, 2005a, 2010a), which, through a dual- 
aspect monism strategy (Panksepp, 2005b), now 
allows us to utilize emotional-instinctual actions 
as proxies for animal feelings. This chapter will 
advance the view that an understanding of 
such intrinsic affective “voices” of our minds 
can usefully link up with and structure our rap- 
idly increasing higher-order understanding of 
positive psychology issues. Such a view can also 
beneficially restructure our discussions of many 
emotional-motivational issues of increasing 
interest within scientific psychology. Many 
debates in academic psychology are muddied 
by not keeping hierarchical MindBrain issues in 
sight—for instance, debated between dimensional- 
constructivist views and “basic emotion” views. 

To reiterate this critical point: Secondary 
emotional processes reflect how those basic 
mechanisms for living interact with learning 
mechanisms such as operant and classical condi- 
tioning (LeDoux, 2000). Tertiary processes, as 
used here, reflect emotional interactions with 
thoughts and appraisals, the level of analysis at 
which most psychologists study mental life. For 
instance, the key concept of happiness in positive 
psychology clearly arises at the highest tertiary 
levels of affective processing. In contrast, the raw 
nature of pleasure and pain, and various raw 
emotional feelings, are foundational issues. Here 
I will also develop the view that a fundamental 
understanding of our negative primary-process 
emotions and feelings in the brain may be as 
important for understanding as the positive 
psychological insights concerning the nature of 
happiness in the brain. 

Once we link what we are talking about affec- 
tively at a foundational level to brain circuits and 
specific neurochemical systems that constitute 
our core emotional processes, we may better envi- 
sion their interactions within our vast general- 
purpose cognitive abilities that parse our “given” 
affective life into innumerable idiographic nuances 
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(i.e., the experiential construction of adult human 
emotions, with considerable cultural variety). As 
we begin to understand the cross-species foun- 
dational issues, we can potentially achieve a deep 
psychobiological understanding of the underly- 
ing dynamics of positive psychological processes, 
from the garden varieties of daily joys and satis- 
factions to ecstatic delights. We may also achieve 
better clarity about many hard-to-treat psychi- 
atric disorders, especially treatment resistant 
anxieties and depressions, full of psychic turmoil 
and various discontents (Panksepp, 2004a, b). 
Thereby we should better understand how our 
basic feelings control our aspirations for satisfy- 
ing lives--namely how the various ancestral 
roots of animal joys and various forms of dis- 
tress are also the raw materials from which we 
construct our lives. In short, the primary-process 
issues are more nomothetic (universal) than the 
higher-order complexities of human mental life 
that are constructed from more idiographic, 
highly variable societal and cultural influences 
(Panksepp & Northoff, 2009; Vandekerckhove & 
Panksepp, 2009). 

This does not mean that the details of emo- 
tionality across species are identical. They obvi- 
ously are not. The diversity of emotional details 
across mammalian species may be as great as the 
variability of their bodies. The only claim is that 
general principles concerning types of emotions 
and their general organization in the brain have 
been conserved, as indicated by abundant brain 
research conducted during the second half of the 
20th century. Such foundational issues never 
fully penetrated the psychological sciences, but 
there is increasing interest in such complex 
neuro-evolutionary psychological issues. My aim 
here is not to overload interested readers with 
the abundant details (Panksepp, 1998a, 2005a, 
2010a), but to highlight the general principles 
that may satisfy our hunger for something stable 
at the very ground of our affective existence, 
positive and otherwise. 

Since the beginning of modern psychology, a 
central dilemma has been how to develop ways 
to scientifically understand what we mean by 
affective-emotional experiences--those evolu- 
tionarily honed, energetic aspects of mind that 
can color our very being. At one time, psychol- 
ogy almost gave up on ever trying to scientifi- 
cally specify how affects emerge from our brains, 
and discarded our animalian instincts and psy- 
chological “energies” from consideration, replac- 
ing them with a pantheon of more cognitive 
concepts. The cognitive-propositional (tertiary) 
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side of affective life seemed more empirically 
tractable than the raw feeling side. At least our 
languages are better designed to talk about them. 
Thus, the very nature of affective experience has 
remained more mysterious, some say empiri- 
cally intractable. Although that is wrong, that 
central scientific problem continues to be, well, 
problematic, to the present time. Our ignorance 
has become especially poignant now that psy- 
chology no longer dwells almost exclusively on 
the negative side of affective life but also on the 
positive aspects. Still, somehow anger and fear 
seemed easier to understand than loving care 
and joy, perhaps because the Walter Cannon 
gave us such a clear, albeit conflated, “fight- 
flight” concept as a behavioral bookmarker for 
future developments. 

While we have been harvesting abundant evi- 
dence about the bodily psychophysiological, sur- 
face behavioral and cognitive features of human 
suffering and more recently happiness—very 
broad and multidimensional higher-order pro- 
cesses—the neural nature of the various core 
positive and negative affects, and the resulting 
implications for understanding human nature 
and human problems, has gradually become 
more tractable. Although experienced affects 
have been implicitly accepted as psychological 
primitives, we are now well situated to unpack 
their neuro-evolutionary nature and cultural 
implications. But the conversation has barely 
begun about how the brain truly generates 
affects and whether at the foundation there 
are only some primitive dimensions of valence 
and arousal or a more evolutionarily resolved 
affective life (for a forthcoming extensive 
debate on this issue, see Zachar & Ellis, 2010, in 
press). 


More Personal Perspectives 


For more than 40 years, since terminating my 
clinical psychology training as a graduate stu- 
dent (in frustration over our lack of knowledge 
and work on understanding emotional feelings— 
for synopsis, see Panksepp 2010b), my scientific 
goal has been to promote evidence-based dis- 
course and research on the affective infrastructure 
of the human BrainMind, through evolutionarily 
informed cross-species brain research. In the late 
1960s I concluded that the only way we can 
understand the basic affective nature of our own 
minds was through physiological psychology 
research on the emotional brains and behaviors of 
our fellow animals, where key neural questions, 
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could be addressed. However, such a conversa- 
tion in psychology was modest in the “60s and 
became increasingly impoverished in the “70s, as 
behaviorists, who earlier had little interest in the 
brain, learned to follow the money with the 
onslaught of the cognitive revolution. Indeed, 
my field itself was renamed behavioral neurosci- 
ence. Work on the memory of sea snails was 
accepted and lauded (Kandel, 2000), but work on 
the passions of the animal mind were neglected, 
if not explicitly discouraged: Federal funding for 
research to understand emotional feelings in 
animals remains unavailable to this day. It was 
implicitly agreed, in line with behaviorist dogma, 
that research on experiences of animals was close 
to nonsense talk—beyond the ken of science. 
That continues to be a major intellectual-scien- 
tific tragedy, but hopefully the times are chang- 
ing (Panksepp, 2010a). The evidence is sufficient! 
Animals do have emotional feelings (vide infra). 

In any event, after receiving tenure, I decided 
to inquire how a study of the unconditioned (i.e., 
evolved) primary-process emotional response 
circuits of mammalian brains might illuminate 
the principles by which human brains create raw 
affective states (e.g., Panksepp, 1982, 1985, 1991, 
1998a, 2005a). The most general principle that 
emerged was that wherever in the brain one 
could arouse coherent emotional-instinctual 
behavior patterns, using electrical or chemical 
stimulation of specific sub-neocortical regions, 
the same stimulation could serve as “rewards” 
and “punishments” in learning paradigms. This 
highlighted which circuits we need to focus on to 
understand the various primary-process emo- 
tional feelings. I relied on the intuition and data- 
based probability that rewards and punishments 
were effective in the brain only because of their 
capacity to engender internal affective states. 
That continues to be a radical, some believe 
untenable, position. The argument should 
become more compelling as one realizes that 
rewards and punishments—long defined as envi- 
ronmental events—logically have to be brain 
events. And if one provides mere electrical 
“noise” to the brain in the emotional networks, 
there is no existing behavioristic or psychologi- 
cal theory that would predict that they would 
consistently serve to “reinforce” learning. But 
such effects are abundant in animal brain 
research, and just at the locations where brain 
stimulation in humans evokes the strongest 
emotional feelings (Panksepp, 1985). 

In my estimation, “reinforcement”—from a 
brain perspective—is a content-free “placeholder” 
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CHAPTER 5. 


for the way affect-generating circuits mediate 
learning. If brain stimulation evoked no affects, 
surely it would have little capacity to mediate 
learning. Indeed, this suggests that fear condi- 
tioning and appetitive conditioning may work 
only because unconditioned FEAR and SEEKING 
networks open up glutamaterigic gateways from 
associated (conditional stimulus as well as, prob- 
ably, cognitive) pathways to the emotional 
primes. And this gate-opening function may 
arise largely from the unconditioned emotional 
system networks of the brain, allowing learned 
synaptic changes to be created (a totally novel 
way to envision and study conditioning). 

To help clarify nomenclature issues, major 
emotional systems arising from affective neuro- 
science evidence are now capitalized in my work 
to emphasize that the referents are to specific 
networks of the brain that concurrently help 
orchestrate i) coherent behavioral emotional 
responses (of the ethological variety that Darwin 
(1872) studied); ii) the autonomic-visceral, immu- 
nological and other bodily changes to support 
such distinct emotional states; and iii) the feeling 
tone of each emotion, which signals intrinsic 
survival values to the organism in ways that 
motivate the emergence of higher emotional- 
cognitive processes. This last attribute, the affec- 
tive feel of emotions, can be phenomenologically 
described by humans, in multi-tiered semantic 
complexities (with no agreed-upon rules; Zachar 
& Ellis, 2010), but surely their neurobiological 
basis is only readily studied in animal models. 
Thus, if one wishes to clarify the primary-process 
level of affective life, one has few options but 
neurobehavioral research on other animals (with 
all the ethical compromises that this entails). 

It bears repeating: Artificial arousal of such 
brain circuits—typically with localized electrical 
and chemical stimulation of the brain—can serve 
as diverse rewards and punishments in the acqui- 
sition and molding of new learned responses and 
modes of being. In other words, primary-process 
affects are the unconditioned responses neces- 
sary for emotional learning! The fact that diverse 
neural systems exist in sub-neocortical regions 
of the brain (Panksepp, 1982, 1998, 2005) has 
empirically clarified the primary-process neural 
infrastructure of the emotional-affective 
BrainMind, apparently shared by all mammals. 
Another reason for capitalizing these core emo- 
tional-affective primes is to reduce mereological 
fallacies (part-whole conflations) that are other- 
wise rampant in our use of psychological lan- 
guage, especially in the cognitive neurosciences 
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(Bennett & Hacker, 2003). Although an under- 
standing of the primary affective processes does 
not automatically inform us how they percolate 
through higher cognitive processes, it is reason- 
able to theorize that they might be necessary 
foundations for those higher developments, espe- 
cially if consciousness depends on core affective/ 
emotional mechanisms (Holstege & Saper, 2005, 
Panksepp, 1998b, 2005b, 2007a, 2008a, 2009). 

Of course, as already noted, there are also 
primary-process affects other than “emotional” 
varieties, for instance the various sensory (e.g., pain, 
taste, etc.) and homeostatic affects (e.g., from air 
hunger to energy hunger, thirst, thermoregula- 
tion, etc.). The menagerie of evolved affects 
surely needs to be distinguished from each other 
in various ways. For instance, the sensory and 
homeostatic affects are aroused by various uncon- 
ditioned stimuli that guide and energize learning. 
In contrast, the emotional affects are intimately 
linked to within-brain action tendencies, with 
only a few “trigger stimuli” (sign-stimuli in the 
parlance of ethology; unconditioned stimuli in 
behavioral theory) that arouse the underlying 
emotional action substrates, that remain to be 
worked out in fine detail. But a substantive begin- 
ning has been made. 

All primary-process affects, whether emo- 
tional, sensory, or homeostatic, are ancestral 
memories—evolved ways of being and feeling— 
that help all mammals anticipate survival needs. 
Affective “ancestral memories!?” you might ask. 
Perhaps this concept is easiest to grasp with the 
homeostatic affect of HUNGER. These pangs 
don't tell us that we have terribly depleted 
body energy stores (we can survive for months 
without much more to eat). HUNGER is an 
anticipatory affect indicating that taking meals, 
as opportunities arise, is a wise investment for 
one's long-term energy budget. This emphasizes 
that the most fundamental adaptive function of 
all the evolutionarily “given” primary-process 
affects is the ability to anticipate survival needs. 
First I will briefly consider the role of the two 
categories of non-emotional affects—namely 
sensory and homeostatic—in positive-affect 
regulation. Then I will proceed to the main theme 
of this chapter—the role of emotional affects 
in child development and positive psychology 
discourse. 


The Sensory Affects 


Although there is insufficient room here to go into 
details, the pleasures of sensation (primarily value 
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of tastes) were first intensively studied by 
Pfaffman (1960) and Young (1959). Those studies 
were refined by the breakthrough evolutionary 
research and thinking of Michelle Cabanac (1992), 
which highlighted that the same sensory stimu- 
lus can change from pleasantness to unpleasant- 
ness depending on the status of our bodies (i.e., 
hunger makes sweetness taste better). A pene- 
trating neuroscientific understanding of the sen- 
sory affects was inaugurated by the seminal 
neurophysiological work of Edmund Rolls (2005) 
and subsequently through the neuroethological 
analysis of gustatory-facial responses of Kent 
Berridge (2000, 2004), and his colleagues (Pecifia 
et al., 2006; Steiner et al., 2001) as well as others 
(Sewards & Sewards, 2000; Kringelbach, 2010). 

There are many other sensory affects, ranging 
from the complex thermoregulatory dynamics 
of the mammalian brain to orgasmic delights 
(Holstege et al., 2003). Certain basic sensory 
affects such as nauseating DISGUST (Ellis & 
Toronchuk, 2005; Toronchuk & Ellis, 2007), can 
also presumably be used as a substrate for the 
construction of tertiary-process emotions such 
as social-disgust, albeit to my knowledge there is 
no neuroscientific evidence for any primary- 
process emotional DISGUST circuitry in the 
human brain (Panksepp, 2007a). At this level of 
the brain, core emotions are defined by their 
neural and affective properties (for synopsis, see 
Figure 1). 

The primary-process affects engendered by 
the internal states of the body (i.e., homeostatic 
affects), ranging from air hunger to food and 
water “hungers,” so to speak, are also organized 
by the most medial sub-neocortical regions of 
the mammalian brain (Denton, 2006; Panksepp, 
1998a; Sewards, 2004). The level of detailed 
understanding already achieved of the partici- 
pating neural substrates is truly remarkable, 
albeit the accompanying experiences of the ani- 
mals are rarely addressed in affective terms. The 
failure of animal investigators to discuss feelings 
of hunger and satiety in affective terms is detri- 
mental to identifying knowledge from animal 
models that may be most useful for helping us 
find excellent appetite control agents (e.g., see 
Panksepp, 2010c, for discussion of tests that 
could be run but rarely are). 

From a general neuro-geographic perspective, 
the various types of affect overlap and interpene- 
trate with each other within the medial regions of 
the midbrain, hypothalamus, and intimately 
interconnected old basal ganglia and paleo-cortical 
regions. This extended neural matrix is postulated 
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to be the neural grounding for the nomothetic 
core SELF, from which core affective conscious- 
ness emerges (Panksepp, 1998a, b, 2007, 2009), 
which is closely related to higher self-related 
processing in the brain (Northoff, et al., 2006; 
Panksepp & Northoff, 2009). 


From the Homeostatic and Emotional Affects 
to the Core SELF 


Our provisional understanding of how raw affec- 
tive experience arises from ancient brain activi- 
ties, yielding a unified but unreflective sense of 
belonging to oneself, is based upon a postulated 
medial sub-neocortical core SELF substrate that 
is deeply homologous across mammalian species 
(Northoff & Panksepp, 2008). This substrate 
provides coherence-creating networks for both 
affective experience (perhaps the first glimmer 
of mind in brain evolution) and instinctual emo- 
tional responses of body for all mammals. These 
primary-process substrates, as they interact with 
the many secondary and tertiary processes of 
the MindBrain, especially the medial neocortical 
regions that are most tightly linked to the primary- 
process affective substrates, generate the variet- 
ies of idiographic passionate and ruminative 
selves that are manifested within the higher 
regions of the brain (Panksepp & Northoff, 
2009), issues on which we have dwelt elsewhere 
(Vandekerckhove & Panksepp, 2009). 

Although all of these affects contribute sub- 
stantially to the quality of lived lives, it would be 
foolish to seek the major sources of human happi- 
ness within the simple-minded dictates of sensory 
and homeostatic affects. Happiness surely requires 
wisdom—what Aristotle called phronesis—the 
ability to have nuanced feelings that are well 
measured (regulated) by our cognitive abilities. 
Wisdom through the ages has affirmed that it is 
not the maximizations of sensory pleasures or 
bodily satisfactions that elevate us toward human 
happiness, but the prosocial emotional qualities 
of our lives. 

Still, happiness is hard to find in the midst of 
any kind of psychic pain, including ravaging 
hungers and sensory disgusts. However, positive 
psychology can thrive in the midst of good- 
enough sensory pleasures, the ability to subsist 
bodily without too much distress, but rarely 
without solid SEEKING urges, and the sharing, 
empathic grace of well-cultivated prosocial emo- 
tions of LUST, CARE, and PLAY, as well as the 
full appreciation of the profound sting of PANIC/ 
GRIEF that tells us “loudly” how much we value 


10/8/2010 10:08:55 AM 


56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 


62 
63 


64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 
106 
107 
108 


oO DOAN OS ÇI BQN KS 


uuunuun op RRR DA RA KI RRwWWWWWWwWWwWWNNNNNNNNNNKR BB BB KO RL ee 
u PUNEO OSONDUR UNEO DOONOR UNEO DONAU BQ NR DOH AN AU BQ NR 6® 


CHAPTER 5. 


each other, promoting mother-infant as well 
as adult social bonding (Panksepp, 1981, 2010; 
Swain et al., 2007). 

Those simple infantile beginnings of an affir- 
mative mental life can be cultivated into the 
exquisite complexities of adult happiness as well 
as miseries within the epigenetic-developmental 
engravings of those ancestral values into the idio- 
graphic thoughtful higher regions of the mind— 
more easily observed in humans because of our 
capacity to speak. I expect that many contributors 
to this volume will focus our attention to those 
higher, tertiary-process affective-cognitive quali- 
ties of happy minds (as have many philosophers 
down through the ages). Regrettably, human 
research has little access to the nature of the 
primary-process affective substrates. What basic 
cross-species neuroscience can now provide is a 
lasting knowledge about these ancient brain pro- 
cesses that can either fertilize or derail individual 
passages toward mature happiness. The nature of 
our primary-process emotional traits can help 
refocus our attention toward the basic affective 
tools needed to pursue happiness (SEEKING, 
LUST, CARE, and PLAY), and to highlight the 
kinds of social structures and developmental 
supports we need in early life to optimally culti- 
vate our higher affective potentials. An excess 
of negative primary-process emotional affects 
early in life (RAGE, FEAR, and PANIC/GRIEF) 
can demolish such potentials. If so, a positive 
psychology without an understanding of both 
the desirable and undesirable core emotional 
experiences may remain more speculative than 
is desirable. 

This vision of primary-process emotional life 
also helps us understand why our affective feel- 
ings are so self-centered. At the primary and prob- 
ably secondary-process levels they are most 
intimately intertwined with our core SELVES, laid 
out largely in primitive visceral and somatic action 
coordinates. Once these affects are re-represented 
in higher MindBrain regions, they tend to remain 
idiographically self-centered, and much of emo- 
tional education as well as psychotherapy may 
need to proceed by “deconditioning” and “recon- 
textualization” of emotional self-centeredness. 
That allows one to accept one’s negative feelings 
as one’s own, and not of others’ making. This 
allows positive psychological attitudes to have a 
broader reach toward close others as well as into 
an ever-wider outside community. This would 
surely be enhanced if therapists explicitly try to 
facilitate “reconsolidation” of new ways of view- 
ing life in the context of more positive feelings, 
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and this may be better effected if one brings 
back troublesome autobiographical memories 
gently in the context of positive emotional 
arousals, which should be especially effective 
if primary-process affective-emotional networks 
of the brain actually to lead the “reinforcement- 
consolidation” processes that control affective- 
cognitive learning linkages in the brain. 


The Emotional Primes: Seven Evolutionary 
Tools for Affective Life 


The most compelling evidence for the existence 
of seven ancestral basic emotional systems, 
shared by all mammals, is our ability to artifi- 
cially activate distinct kinds of emotional pat- 
terns by applying the appropriate kinds of 
chemical or electrical stimulation to specific sub- 
neocortical regions of the brain in every species 
studied. Such “sweet” and “sour” affective spots 
(highlighting poorly understood networks) of 
animal brains also affect human higher-order 
mentation. Stimulation of these same brain 
regions arouses more intense emotional affects 
in human, with full “ownership” of experience, 
than stimulations of any other regions of the 
human brain (Heath, 1996; Panksepp, 1985). 
They are experienced completely as one’s own 
emotional feelings. Since epistemological and 
phenomenological evidence for these systems is 
detailed elsewhere (Austin, 1998; MacLean, 1990; 
Panksepp, 1998a, 2005a, 2010a), archival refer- 
encing in the following thumbnail descriptions 
will be used sparingly. I will simply highlight 
one or two recent reviews as each system is 
introduced. 

The basic emotional systems can be used in 
ways that promote lifelong happiness or lifelong 
problems, and such possibilities will be my main 
focus here. Our understanding of human happi- 
ness should increase as we consider how these 
seven ancestral tools for living can promote lives 
well lived—with positive affects becoming part 
of a child’s emerging character and the intrinsic 
negative affects becoming part of a cognitive 
understanding that can hopefully mute their 
long-term sting. So let’s briefly focus on each of 
these systems from a positive psychology per- 
spective. In line with my interest in the role of 
these systems in child well-being (Panksepp, 
2001a, b), after each system is introduced, I will 
briefly highlight the potential role of each in 
positive childhood development. 

In general, a goal of emotional-social intelligence 
should be to promote psychological flexibility and 
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the capacity to use emotions in the furtherance 
of positive prosocial habits and fair, life-affirming 
goals. Following time-honored wisdom, we should 
encourage children gradually to become masters 
of their negative emotions rather than servants 
of them. For instance, understanding what infor- 
mation anger is providing in one’s mental life and 
its deep potential for destructive self-defeating 
actions should be part of one’s emotional educa- 
tion. Helping children to master the many affec- 
tive tools, especially negative ones, often allows 
them to move more effectively toward valued 
goals. 

According to the nomenclature convention 
already described, I employ uppercase for labeling 
each system but then, as didactically needed, shift 
to the lowercase vernacular, since the primary- 
process affects are no doubt major influences in 
the many vernacular concepts we humans read- 
ily use to discuss emotions, with interesting 
variability across cultures. These systems may be 
primordial endophenotypes that may need to be 
understood in order to understand psychiatric 
disorders (Panksepp, 2006a). Additional develop- 
mental issues will be considered in the ensuing 
“Moving Forward” section. 

1) The SEEKING/Desire System (Alcaro et al., 
2007; Panksepp & Moskal, 2008). This general- 
purpose appetitive-motivational system, driven 
by the mesolimbic dopamine system, is founda- 
tional for many other emotional systems to 
operate effectively (e.g, LUST, CARE, and 
PLAY). Ascending dopamine pathways innervate 
the medial frontal cortical regions in all mam- 
mals, but in human brain evolution they have 
proceeded to grow much further into the fore- 
brain, innervating the  sensory-perceptual 
regions of the brain, suggesting a more profound 
mental role for this system that promotes psy- 
chomotor energization in humans than most 
other mammals (book). SEEKING arousal may 
be a major source of the directed “mental energy” 
that has at times been called “libido” —it gener- 
ally promotes an energized positive affective 
presence that resembles what might be commonly 
called, from low to high arousal respectively, 
interest, enthusiasm, exhilaration, and euphoria. 
It is an addictive quality within the BrainMind. 
It induces animals to be intensely engaged in 
exploring their world—searching inquisitively 
for the fruits of survival and entertainment. 
Along with the automatic anticipatory learning 
that results from periodic (i.e., fixed interval) as 
well as cue-related arousal of this system, the 
SEEKING urge spontaneously leads animals to 
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become excited when they are about to get what 
they desire (i.e., yielding expectancy-arousal to 
conditioned stimuli). Animals use this system to 
get their daily food and fun. Thus, rather than 
preferring to “freeload” when freely available 
food is well-provisioned, all species of mammals 
tested would rather eagerly work for their food if 
such interesting options are made available. This 
psychic energy, one that promotes dreams (Solms 
& Turnbull, 2002 can easily lead to delusional 
thinking, which can lead to impulsive sensation 
seeking (as exemplified most prolifically by 
Internet addictions in our children) and at its 
worst can lead to various addictions (from obses- 
sive Internet “pecking” to drug delights to greedy 
hoarding as well as the suspicions of paranoid 
schizophrenia). This highlights how a very desir- 
able (a potentially “good”) affective system can 
become the bane of one’s existence and thus 
brings into the relief the concept of emotional 
balance (Aristotle's phronesis) in lives well lived. 
At its best, the SEEKING urge promotes our cre- 
ativity and search for knowledge (Reuter et al., 
2005) and the construction of highly engaging 
personality structures. 

In short, the SEEKING system allows animals 
to exhibit an intensely engaged curiosity—to 
find and eagerly anticipate all kinds of resources 
they need for survival. Each day the system 
devotes needed efforts toward the pursuit of all 
the traditional rewards of the world—water, 
food, warmth, or coolness depending on the 
status of thermoregulatory systems, and it pro- 
motes the ultimate evolutionarily dictated mam- 
malian social-emotional survival needs—sexual 
gratification, maternal care, and social bonding. 
When bodily needs are fulfilled, it promotes 
enthusiastic exploration of the world, helping to 
create new knowledge and promote new inter- 
ests (Silvia & Kashdan, 2009). However, it is also 
essential for obtaining resources when negative 
affects are aroused such as FEAR, which can, as 
already noted, promote the seeking of safety. 

Neuroanatomically, the SEEKING system cor- 
responds to the major self-stimulation system 
that runs from the dopamine-rich midbrain 
Ventral Tegmental Area (VTA) up to the nucleus 
accumbens and medial frontal cortex via the 
Medial Forebrain Bundle (MFB). Animals will 
activate this dopamine-fired system readily, 
whether with drugs of abuse such as cocaine 
or direct electrical or chemical stimulation of 
the brain (after they have been surgically pre- 
pared with the necessary delivery devices, of 
course). Ever since its discovery by Jim Olds and 
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CHAPTER 5. 


Peter Milner in 1953, long before the discovery 
of dopamine networks in the brain, this emo- 
tional system has been poorly conceptualized as 
a Reward, Pleasure, or Reinforcement System of 
the brain. 

This has stifled creative and accurate neuro- 
ethological thinking. Instead, it appears to be a 
general-purpose neuronal system that coaxes 
animals and humans to move energetically from 
where they are presently situated to the places 
where they can find and consume resources 
needed for survival. However, it is so well con- 
nected with other regions of the brain that most 
brain activities, including thoughts, can surely 
come to tickle this system. This energy can be 
used in psychologically serious or playful ways. 
Indeed, our discovery of rat “laughter” (Panksepp, 
2007b)—a 50 kHz chirping abundant during 
their social play as well as when we humans 
tickle them—has been mapped to the trajectory 
of the SEEKING system and is distinctly con- 
trolled by brain dopamine release (Burgdorf 
et al., 2007). 

The SEEKING system promotes learning by 
readily engendering predictive reward relation- 
ships in the world. As noted, a critically impor- 
tant chemical in this system is dopamine, but 
SEEKING is also regulated by practically all 
other brain synaptic chemistries, including neu- 
ropeptides such as endogenous opioids, neuro- 
tensin, oxytocin, and orexin (a novel brain 
arousal system, all of whose neurons are clus- 
tered smack in the middle of the MFB). Many of 
these peptides participate in several other basic 
emotional and motivational processes, and 
diverse forms of affect may be engendered by 
their various brain sites of action. In any event, 
dopamine-energized SEEKING circuits can ener- 
gize and coordinate the functions of many higher 
brain areas that mediate planning and foresight. 
As noted, this system has more extensive cortical 
innervation in hominid brains than more simple- 
minded mammals. The SEEKING urge promotes 
normal states of anticipatory eagerness and appar- 
ent purpose in both humans and animals. This 
is the closest we have to a generalized positive- 
affect system in the brain, but there are many 
other chemistries that promote distinct forms of 
positive affect, including prominently, among 
many less prolific players, endogenous opioids 
and serotonin. 

In any event, when fully aroused, the 
SEEKING urge fills the mind with interest and 
motivates organisms to move their bodies seem- 
ingly effortlessly in search of the things they 
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need, crave, and desire—from gambling or shop- 
ping (Knutson, et al., 2001; Knutson & Wimmer, 
2007) to being moved by the yearnings evoked 
by music (Blood & Zattore, 2001). In short, this 
system generates and sustains our curiosity from 
the mundane to our highest intellectual pursuits 
(Kashdan, 2009; Silvia, 2006). When this system 
becomes underactive for various reasons, such 
as drug withdrawal, chronic helplessness/stress, 
or neural deficits of old age, a form of depression 
results (a state promoted by brain dynorphin 
dominance in mesolimbic dopamine pathways), 
which is currently figuring heavily in our under- 
standing of clinical depression (Nestler & Carlezon, 
2006). When the SEEKING urge becomes spon- 
taneously overactive, which can happen as a 
result of various drugs, as already noted, thoughts 
and behaviors can become excessive and stereo- 
typed, yielding manic obsessions, guided often 
by psychotic delusions and confabulations. 

Implications for a life well lived: Affectively, 
the SEEKING urge, albeit in the positive-affective 
domain, is a double-edged sword: Balanced activ- 
ity can promote a positive world engagement, 
while excessive activity can generate an addictive 
“too-muchness”—a mania that is detrimental to 
a balanced, positive life. It may be hard to under- 
stand that this critically important “rewarding” 
MindBrain system also has a dark side, as already 
noted above. It can promote human misery 
because it draws “psychic energy” away from 
the more productive life activities into narcissis- 
tic self-engagements. Many drug addictions that 
operate through this system, including amphet- 
amines and cocaine, not to mention gambling 
and sex addictions, can destroy lives. At milder, 
socially acceptable levels, just consider the addic- 
tive qualities of “Facebook” and other electronic 
social-networking tools, now available to so 
many of our adolescents, who often find ways to 
cyber-stalk and marginalize others. Clearly, hap- 
piness requires a balanced life, where one deploys 
this psychological energy in judicious ways that 
enhance creative, fair, life-affirming activities. 
Nothing inside our brains mandates that path, 
and this is where culture and education need to 
lend a hand to promote optimal positive charac- 
ter development. 

Optimal child development is surely promoted 
by abundant positive life-affirming experiences, 
especially during childhood, providing perhaps 
a lasting “tonic” for affectively positive person- 
ality development. In sum, presumably the 
SEEKING urge can be strengthened (sensitized) 
and channeled to mold positive characterological 
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habits, or negative ones, through early experi- 
ences. If one has been reared in the midst of 
hunger and poverty, this system, as already noted, 
may promote a lifetime greed and hoarding. 
One can become addictively captivated by mate- 
rial things and lose the capacity for a deeply spir- 
itual grounding. With guidance into scientific- 
humanistic curiosity and the arts, one can 
develop a storehouse of world perspectives that 
can establish life paths that reflect the better side 
of the human spirit. It cannot be overempha- 
sized: Much of this depends on the environments 
in which children are reared. 

However, this system also highlights how cer- 
tain intrinsic psychobiological motive urges— 
perhaps all of the non-social emotional systems— 
do not have any intrinsic sense of morality or 
perspective taking on what must constitute a 
balanced, happy life. It is important to recognize 
the negative aspects of this system. If deployed 
judiciously, with all the societal supports needed 
to guide young people onto productive paths, we 
can easily envision how abundantly culture and 
education need to utilize and guide this system 
toward the creation of balanced, happy lives. 
Books have been written on how a better under- 
standing of the positive psychic energy of this 
system can promote the emergence of deep 
meaning in life; the ability to have healthy, fun- 
filled, give-and-take relationships; and the gen- 
eration of the cognitive wherewithal for greater 
tolerance, compassion, and tolerance of uncer- 
tainty (Kashdan, 2009; Silvia, 2006). Surely some 
of the paths to human happiness through cre- 
ative, productive lives are through the diverse 
learning potentials of this system. 

In sum, the SEEKING system “knows” noth- 
ing on its own. It is born naive, engendering the 
simple urge to go out and explore the world, with 
exhilaration and gusto. It can promote mindful 
knowledge as well as mindless tragedies. As all 
emotional primes, SEEKING is born anoetic 
(without knowledge; “objectless” in a manner of 
speaking); the system needs to be shaped by 
early experiences for optimal thriving. 

2) The RAGE/Anger System (Haller & Kruk, 
2006, Siegel, 2005; Panksepp & Zellner, 2004). 
Working in tandem with, often in opposition to, 
SEEKING is an emotional system that helps 
organisms defend and procure resources when 
there is competition; it probably mediates what 
is typically called “anger” in the vernacular. 
RAGE is aroused by frustration arising from any 
attempts to curtail an animal’s freedom of action 
or aspirations to fulfill one’s desires. It has long 


05_Sheldon_Chapter-05.indd 60 


® 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


been known that one can enrage both animals 
and humans by stimulating very specific circuits 
of the brain—running from medial amygdala 
through the hypothalamus to the Periaqueductal 
gray (PAG). The RAGE system invigorates 
aggressive behaviors when animals are irritated 
or restrained and also helps animals defend 
themselves by arousing fear in their opponents. 
Chronic overactivity of this system should be 
envisioned to be a major source of irritable psy- 
chiatric disorders, but such conditions are not 
explicitly recognized in current diagnostic man- 
uals (e.g, DSM-IV). This has discouraged the 
pharmaceutical industry from developing anti- 
anger medications. Hence, there is no medically 
condoned market for such agents, retarding 
medicinal discovery. But if we consider anger 
turned inward, common in depressive disorders, 
we may better understand some of the sources of 
suicide. 

There are a number of well-documented cases 
where humans stimulated in these brain regions 
have exhibited sudden, intense RAGE attacks, 
with no external provocations (Panksepp, 1985). 
But it should also be recognized that this 
system can also work in tandem with appetitive 
SEEKING urges, especially in higher regions of 
the BrainMind (Harmon-Jones, 2007). Key regu- 
latory chemistries in the RAGE system are the 
neuropeptide, Substance P, and glutamate, which 
promote arousal of anger, and endogenous opi- 
oids, which inhibit the system. However, these 
chemistries (especially glutamate and opioids) 
also participate in many other emotional-affective 
states, and their functions are so broad that 
peripherally administered drugs would have little 
pharmacological specificity, suggesting the exis- 
tence of a generalized positive-affect system (just 
like dopamine); however, the specificity of such 
neurochemicals is determined by local actions 
within the specific emotional systems in which 
they operate. Future medications based on more 
specific neuoropeptide regulators of each emo- 
tional prime may allow us to more precisely 
target each of the individual emotional systems 
(Panksepp & Harro, 2004). Thus, novel medicines 
to control angry behavior in humans and animals 
could presumably be developed through further 
detailed understanding of the underlying brain 
circuitry (see Figure 1); for instance, Substance P 
antagonists such as aprepitant deserve to be ana- 
lyzed for their anti-anger properties in dysregu- 
lated humans and other domestic animals (the 
existing preclinical data is promising: Gregg & 
Siegel, 2001; Katsouni et al., 2009). 
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CHAPTER 5. 


Implications for a life well lived: Raw anger 
does have a mind of its own. When neuroscien- 
tists get around to it, they will better understand 
how repeated arousal of this system can be 
epigenetically strengthened by repeated use 
(Adamec & Young, 2000). Thus kids exposed to 
violence in the media may emulate what they 
have seen at deeper affective MindBrain levels 
than their cognitions (Feshbach & Tangney, 
2008). Relevant gene-expression patterns may 
be modified in this emotional system, as already 
dramatically found with the epigenetic conse- 
quences of early experiences with the CARE 
system. For example, long ago Ginsburg & Allee 
(1942) demonstrated that levels of stress early in 
life influence whether mice would show peaceful 
or hyper-aggressive temperaments as adults. 
When dads physically play with their children, 
those who too readily take a submissive role 
seem to promote future aggression in their kids, 
while dads who show their confident authority 
in the midst of playful fun do not (Flanders et al., 
2009). Of course, more research is needed before 
we can be confident of a causal tie between such 
parenting and child outcomes. 

Children should be given instruction in anger 
management, preferably at the earliest opportu- 
nities, especially in the midst of the physical play 
that they adore. As Aristotle said in advancing his 
concept of phronesis: “Anybody can become 
angry—that is easy; but to be angry with the 
right person, and to the right degree, and at 
the right time, and for the right purpose, and in the 
right way—that is not within everybody’s power 
and is not easy.” That requires an accurate cogni- 
tive appraisal of all relevant facts and perspectives, 
often a rare commodity, providing many opportu- 
nities for assistance through cognitive behavioral 
therapies. Surely, a better understanding of one’s 
intrinsic potential for anger can be a positive force 
in self-regulation and the emergence of mindful- 
ness and psychological flexibility (but such issues 
need to be evaluated by future research). 

As with all other emotional systems, optimal 
affective education needs to highlight how even 
this negatively valenced system can be used in 
the service of human well-being, as in righteous 
indignation that can serve as a platform for cre- 
ative social change: Consider the biblical dictum 
(Old Testament: Fourth of Psalms”: “Irascimini, 
et nolite peccare” (“Be angry and sin not”). 
A difficult task, for sure. But this is a fine goal for 
early emotional education. 

As the old saying goes, one can achieve his or 
her aims more easily with honey than vinegar. 
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Also, better understanding how repressed anger 
can promote chronic irritability, resentment, and 
suspicion should be a big part of emotional intel- 
ligence. Children should be encouraged to learn 
how to cognitively understand their anger and 
dissipate such destructive energies creatively. 
A child should understand that one of the main 
roles of anger in his or her life should be to learn 
to open the gates of “forgiveness,” for that is the 
main path away from the sustained bitterness of 
anger and hate. Such cultural visions of optimal 
education may help promote the attainment of a 
more solid foundation for positive psychology in 
our children (e.g., Thoresen & Luskin & Harris, 
1998). 

3) The FEAR/Anxiety System (Panksepp, 
1990a, 2004a, 2010). A coherently operating 
FEAR circuit was designed during brain evolution 
to help animals reduce pain and the possibility of 
destruction. When electrically stimulated at low 
current, this circuit initially promotes freezing 
(typically seen when animals are placed back into 
an environment in which they have been previ- 
ously hurt or frightened), but with higher levels 
of stimulation animals flee in a coordinated fash- 
ion as if they are extremely scared. Humans 
stimulated in these same brain regions, coursing 
between the amygdala and PAG along a course 
that overlaps and interdigitates with the nearby 
FEAR system, are engulfed by an intense free- 
floating anxiety that appears to have no environ- 
mental cause. Key chemistries that regulate this 
system are Neuropeptide Y and Corticotrophin 
Releasing Factor (CRF); specific anti-anxiety 
agents such as the benzodiazepines inhibit this 
system. 

Modest anxiety in rats can be monitored 
through their emission of 22 kHz ultrasonic 
vocalizations (USVs), but intense fear (i.e., 
impending foot-shock) terminates these alarm 
calls. Animals “sigh” (exhibit a double-inspira- 
tion) when given safety signals in the midst of 
the signaled punishments commonly used in 
fear-learning experiments (Soltysik & Jelen, 
2005). We currently have no compelling animal 
models for “worry,” but one might anticipate 
that more careful monitoring of more subtle 
emotional signs than those typically used in ani- 
mals studies—e.g., more rapid shifting of eyes 
and body orientation during emotionally chal- 
lenging tasks—might provide further insights 
that may be more relevant for human develop- 
ment (e.g., Berlyne, 1960) than the rather harsh 
fear-conditioning procedures so widely used in 
animal research. 
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Implications for a life well lived: Chronic 
arousal of this system in early development can 
promote chronic neuroticism, anxiety disorders, 
and depression (Heim, ref). Obviously, as with 
all other negative-affect systems, child mental 
well-being is optimized if the influences of early 
anxieties are minimized, albeit not totally absent 
from the banquet of development. This system, 
like all primary-process emotional systems, 
can be sensitized—experience dependent over- 
reactivity of specific types of emotional arousal, 
accompanied by epigenetic changes in gene- 
expression patterns (Szyf et al., 2008). We will 
focus more extensively on this principle when 
we come to the CARE system, where selected 
genetic aspects worked out in considerable detail. 

Assuming that the vicissitudes of early life 
have not already molded neurotic tendencies 
into young minds, as so often happens in war- 
torn regions of our world, titrated doses of anxi- 
ety may even promote emotional growth that is 
appropriate to local environmental and cultural 
context, but surely implementation of that in 
any systematic way would be no easy task. 
Probably the utility of fearfulness would need to 
be approached in as nuanced a manner as our 
potentials for RAGE. Fear is so intrinsically aver- 
sive that perhaps it will suffice for a child to 
simply better appreciate that everyone has this 
feeling in various situations. This is the feeling 
that tells us something is dangerous and that we 
should reconsider what we are about to do. If a 
young child feels anxious way too often, the 
child should gradually be coaxed to recognize 
that this is often due to the excessive richness of 
his or her imagination. It is conceivable that the 
power of the child’s SEEKING system could be 
harnessed to help him or her find more pleasant 
psychic “pastures” in which to dwell, perhaps by 
harnessing mindfulness approaches or even the 
imaginative power of traditional children’s stories. 
One can readily envision the development of 
new children’s literature that is more optimally 
designed to help young ones become better 
versed in the nature of their negative emotions 
perhaps along the lines of Maurice Sendak’s 
Where the Wild Things Dwell. Such possibilities 
need to be formally evaluated, along with new 
ideas on how children might be effectively 
“tutored” in the ways of courage. I suspect that 
PLAY ful contexts will provide the ideal environ- 
ments in which such enterprises could be best 
effected. 

4) The LUST/Sexual System (Pfaff, 1999). Sexual 
urges are controlled by specific neurochemical 
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circuits of the brain. The ruling chemistries are 
overlapping but also quite distinct for males 
and females. They are aroused by male and 
female sex hormones, which control the mani- 
festations and maturations of social neuropeptide 
brain chemistries, especially two neuropeptides 
whose synthesis is regulated by sex hormones: 
Vasopressin transmission is promoted by testos- 
terone in males. Oxytocin transmission is pro- 
moted by estrogen in females. These socio-sexual 
chemistries help create gender-specific sexual 
tendencies. Vasopressin promotes assertiveness 
and aggressiveness (sexual pushiness in male 
adolescents?), and perhaps jealous behaviors, in 
males. Oxytocin promotes sexual readiness pos- 
tures and warm acceptance attitudes in females. 

Distinct male and female sexual circuits are 
constructed early in life; they are activated by 
maturation of gonadal hormones at puberty. 
Because brain and bodily sex characteristics are 
independently organized, it is possible for ani- 
mals that are externally male to have female- 
specific sexual urges and, likewise, for some to be 
female in external appearance but to manifest 
more male-like sexual urges. Acceptance of these 
differences has become a challenge for many 
modern societies. 

Implications for a life well lived: There is a vast 
and growing body of literature on the roles of 
healthy intimate and/or sexual relationships in 
adolescence and adulthood for happiness and opti- 
mal functioning. Perhaps less has been said about 
younger children. Overall, kids surely never need 
to be shielded from loving adult relationships 
where nonsexual affection is abundantly displayed. 
Obviously they should never be sexually used or 
abused but encouraged to develop a healthy age- 
progressive regard for the life-affirming ways of 
human sexuality, and how such forces operate in 
most satisfying ways in the midst of solid social 
bonds. During early childhood it is probably best 
to educate by empathic example rather than cog- 
nitive instruction, with surely more explicit edu- 
cation in adolescence and young adulthood about 
the relevance of this basic human emotion for 
happiness and optimal functioning. 

Perhaps an issue that deserves to be recog- 
nized more widely is that if husbands and wives 
have healthy, mutually supportive affectionate 
relationships, their children typically recognize 
this as their implicit positive ground of being 
(promoting secure-bonding), perhaps making 
the smothering attention problematic in increas- 
ingly common child-focused family practices 
(Code, 2009). Kids learn better by example than 
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by any explicit instructions in how cooperative, 
loving relationships thrive. Clearly, the nature of 
human/mammalian social attachments looms 
heavily in the discussion of this as well as several 
other basic emotional processes (especially FEAR 
and PANIC promoting insecure attachments, 
while joint SEEKING and PLAY promote secure 
attachments). The role of parental sexuality and 
dominance in promoting or hindering childhood 
social attachments are clearly problematic and 
much underexplored facets of child development. 

If adult (not to mention child) relationships 
are beset by major dominance issues, accompa- 
nied by excessive anger and fear, it is unlikely 
that either partner will find adequate emotional 
satisfaction from their relationships, and the 
positive affective development of the children is 
bound to be impaired. In this regard, future 
research may also need to consider the role of 
aggression systems in sexuality and bonding 
patterns across species, with the recognition that 
among our closest primate relatives, bonobos 
(once called pygmy chimpanzees) deploy liberal 
(promiscuous?) sexual greetings and interac- 
tions, leading to matriarchal solidarity as a staple 
of their overall social harmony (de Waal, 2009). 
In contrast, common chimpanzees exhibit more 
explicit male dominance, with more competitive 
social structures that often promote higher over- 
all levels of aggression and conflict. No doubt, 
the modal human biological temperament is 
found somewhere in between. 

5) The CARE/Maternal Nurturance System 
(Hrdy, 2009; Numan & Insel, 2003). Some of the 
chemistries of sexuality, for instance oxytocin, 
have been reused to mediate maternal CARE— 
nurturance and social bonding—suggesting that 
there is an intimate relationship between female 
sexual rewards and maternal devotions. Clearly, 
brain evolution has provided safeguards to ensure 
that parents (usually the mother) take care of 
offspring (but we have all seen the devotions of 
father penguins, warming and guarding “their” 
eggs through the harshest Antarctic winters). 

The physiology of maternal urges has been 
worked out in considerable detail. The massive 
hormonal changes at the end of pregnancy 
(declining progesterone and increasing estrogen, 
prolactin, and oxytocin) set the stage for the acti- 
vation of maternal urges a few days before the 
young are born. This symphony of hormonal and 
neurochemical changes, especially the heightened 
secretions of oxytocin and prolactin, facilitate 
maternal moods that assure strong social bond- 
ing with the offspring. Similar neurochemicals, 


05_Sheldon_Chapter-05.indd 63 


® 


THE PRIMARY PROCESS AFFECTS IN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


63 


especially oxytocin and endogenous opioids, pro- 
mote infant bonding to the mother. These changes 
are foundational for one variant of tertiary- 
process love. 

Implications for a life well lived: It can be 
easily argued that this system is foundational 
for key forms of human prosocial attitudes rang- 
ing from the establishment of a secure base for 
emotional maturation toward the emergence of 
broad-scale prosocial attitudes, ranging from the 
capacity and enthusiasm for sustained playful- 
friendly interactions to expertise with and refine- 
ment of all the pro-social capacities of our species 
(Nadel & Muir, 2005; Reddy, 2008 all the way 
to the depth of human empathy (for a full airing 
of evidence, see Decety & Ickes, (2009) and Watt 
(2007). 

Overall, the major lesson from modern com- 
parative neuroscience perspectives is as follows: 
Children that experience emotional distress and 
social loss early in life are less likely to live happy 
lives than those not beset by such vicissitudes 
(Heim et al., 2008). If parents learn to distribute 
their maternal care liberally, they will strengthen 
children’s emotional fiber, multidimensionally, 
for a lifetime (see the stupendous work from 
Steve Suomi's lab at NIH for demonstrations of 
the lifetime benefits of early maternal as opposed 
to peer rearing). Likewise, Michael Meaney's 
group at McGill has demonstrated how dramati- 
cally maternal loving care benefits rat pups for 
a lifetime—better regulation of the pituitary- 
adrenal stress axis, and optimization of a diver- 
sity of positive, epigenetically promoted 
BrainMind changes too numerous to summarize 
here (see Champagne & Meaney, 2001; Szyf 
et al., 2008). 

6) The PANIC/GRIEF/Separation Distress 
System (Freed & Mann, 2007; Swain et al., 2007; 
Watt & Panksepp, 2009). All young mammals 
are dependent on parental care, especially mater- 
nal care, for survival. Young mammals have a 
powerful emotional system to indicate they are 
in need of care, as reflected in their intense crying 
when lost or left alone in strange places. These 
separation calls alert caretakers, mothers typi- 
cally, to seek out, retrieve, and attend to the needs 
of the offspring. This emotional system that 
motivates social togetherness engenders separa- 
tion distress—a psychic pain—that motivates 
both mother and infant to seek each other 
(Panksepp, 2005 c, d, e; 2006b). This is a major 
system for the construction of social bonds 
(Nelson & Panksepp, 1998; Panksepp et al., 1985). 
The separation distress system has now been 
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mapped in several species, including human 
brain imaging (Panksepp, 2003a); it is powerfully 
inhibited by endogenous opioids, oxytocin, and 
prolactin—the major social-attachment, social- 
bonding chemistries of the mammalian brain. 
These basic separation-distress circuits are also 
aroused during human sadness, which is accom- 
panied by low brain opioid activity. Sudden 
arousal of this system in humans may contribute 
to the psychiatric condition known as “panic 
attacks” (Panksepp, 2003b; Preter & Klein, 2008). 
It should be more widely recognized that the 
affects that characterize “panic attacks” probably 
emerge from quite different emotional networks 
than the FEAR system (see Panksepp, 1998a, 
p. 274-275) 

Implications for a life well lived: Such issues— 
the role of sadness and grief in negative affect 
and depression—are almost too obvious to dis- 
cuss, albeit it can be noted that Freud had great 
difficulty wrapping his fertile mind around such 
basic emotional processes of our social brains, 
believing humans had only two basic drives, 
aggression and lust. In any event, inadequate 
social bonds are a main source of insecure attach- 
ments, loneliness, and general feelings of nega- 
tive affect in people’s lives. Perhaps one that still 
needs attention in our modern society, where 
child-rearing was long guided by the “wisdom” 
of Dr. Spock, is the dubious advice that it is 
acceptable to have young children cry them- 
selves to sleep and to sleep alone from the earli- 
est days of life. The natural way for primate 
babies, indeed most mammalian babies, to sleep 
is by their mothers’ sides. It has long been known 
that touch releases comfort-providing opioids 
(Keverne et al., 1989s; Panksepp et al., 1980). The 
notion that the abundant everyday early isola- 
tion experiences have little effect on the emo- 
tional development of young children is not 
something that is empirically substantiated. 

What is substantiated is that lifelong suscepti- 
bility to depression arises from too many early 
vicissitudes with emotional abuse, including 
over-arousal of the separation-distress system 
(for a full discussion of the neuroscience evi- 
dence, see Watt & Panksepp, 2009). Those whose 
lives are governed by the depressive psychic pain 
of PANIC/GRIEF are surely more likely to have 
suicidal thoughts. More subtle difficulties in 
living are manifested in higher rates of drug 
addictions, especially self-medication with opi- 
oids and short-term antidepressant drugs such as 
psychostimulants. There are now relatively safe 
ways to reduce arousability of this system, and 
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hence depressive affect, with remarkably low doses 
of opiate agonists-antagonists that are relatively 
non-addictive (Bodkin et al., 1995) and that can 
counter some of the depressive affects promoted 
by dynorphin (Bruchas et al., 2010). The ability 
of such agents to reduce suicidal ideation needs 
to be evaluated. 

7) The PLAY/Joyful Rough-and-Tumble, 
Physical Social-Engagement System (Panksepp, 
2007b; Pellis & Pellis, 1998; 2009). Young animals 
have strong urges for physical play. This takes 
the form of pouncing on each other, chasing, and 
wrestling. These actions can seem outwardly 
aggressive, but they are accompanied by positive 
affect—an intense social joy, reflected best in the 
happy sounds that our children (laughter) and 
young rats make, namely the high-frequency, 
~50 kHz ultrasonic chirping sounds that resem- 
ble human laughter (Panksepp and Burgdorf, 
2003). Indeed, there are similarities between the 
sub-neocortical brain circuits that mediate play- 
induced chirping in rats and neural controls of 
human laughter and joy (Panksepp, 2007b). In 
young rats these happy sounds are maximal 
when humans tickle them, leading to rapid social 
bonding. Young rats are strongly attracted to 
humans that tickle them (just like little kids), 
and if one stops, they vigorously solicit more 
tickling. In contrast, when negative feelings are 
aroused, animals begin to exhibit 22-kHz “com- 
plaint” type vocalizations and play temporarily 
ceases. 

A key function of the social play system is to 
promote social exploration and gradually facili- 
tate the natural emergence of confident social 
dominance. Play helps young animals to acquire 
subtle social interactions that are not genetically 
coded into the brain but must be learned—the 
ability to develop, appreciate, and hold on to 
friendships. Physical play is a major source of joy 
in early development, and the resulting friend- 
ships can diminish depression that can arise (or 
at least some data suggest) much more from 
childhood emotional abuse than either physical 
or sexual abuse (Powers et al., 2009). 

The PLAY urge may be one of the major emo- 
tional forces that coaxes children to insistently 
explore intersubjective spaces (Tomasello, 2009), 
which help promote the cognitive and epigenetic 
construction of higher social brains, and some 
recent research advances will be summarized 
later. The fact that this is a distinct emotional 
system of the brain is revealed not only by the 
fact that young animals and humans tend to 
spontaneously exhibit various play activities, 
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with many pro-social consequences for early 
development (for a most recent thorough sum- 
mary, see Pellis & Pellis, 1998; 2009), but also by 
the fact that one can diminish play urges by 
brain lesions, such as in the parafascicular area of 
the thalamus (Siviy & Panksepp, 1987), that do 
not affect other basic emotions and motivations. 

There is far too little research on human play, 
with our rough-and-tumble activities only 
recently being experimentally documented 
(Scott & Panksepp, 2003), but a good case can be 
made that absence of play in early human devel- 
opment can promote adult antisocial behaviors 
(Brown, 1998). Also, father-child play, which 
should be encouraged, is an ideal time for abun- 
dant positive affect and beneficial socialization, 
especially if well deployed. 

Implications for a life well lived: Playfulness is 
the major source of human and animal joy. All 
other things being equal, those who do not culti- 
vate ludic tendencies in early development, not 
to mention all other stages of living, cannot be as 
happy as those that do. The likelihood that this 
primal social-engagement process—surely fun- 
damental for the emergence of social cooperation 
and friendships, not to mention empathy and the 
urge to imitate (learn from) others—is of critical 
importance for human happiness is obvious, but 
not all that well used by our society (i.e., recently 
our educational system regressed to strictly 
valuing basic educational skills (reading, writing, 
and arithmetic) without a comparable emphasis 
on the more playful arts and humanities (the 
substrates of joyful learning and living). We 
have developed the idea that some of our major 
childhood problems, such as Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), are promoted 
by the impoverished play lives of our children 
(Panksepp, 1998b). The preclinical data indicate 
that we may be able to reduce ADHD-type life 
trajectories by promoting physical play through- 
out early development (Panksepp, 2007c, 2008b). 
Perhaps increased early playfulness can promote 
lifetime happiness. I will focus again on this 
system in the concluding section. 

But how do we evaluate such basic emotional 
issues in the lives of mature humans? There 
are no agreed-upon ways. With this empirical 
lapse in our focus, we developed the Affective 
Neuroscience Personality Scales (Davis et al., 
2003) in order to have a tool with which to help 
situate adult human lives within the spectrum of 
primary-process affects engendered by these 
ancestral systems for living. This scale evaluated 
all of the emotional primes described above 
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except for LUST/sexuality (we thought asking 
about people’s erotic proclivities might make 
some uneasy, so we substituted another “s” 
concept important for human well-being-- 
a SPIRITUALITY scale was added). Overall, it 
was quite easy to generate questions with dis- 
tinct factor loadings for the three positive emo- 
tions (SEEKING, CARE, and PLAY) and the 
three negative ones (FEAR, RAGE, and PANIC/ 
Separation Distress). Indeed, those clusters fac- 
tored into two overall super-factors of overall 
positive and negative affect (Davis et al., 2003). 
This suggests how dimensional and basic emo- 
tion views of human nature can easily coexist 
(Panksepp, 2006; Zachar & Ellis, 2010 In Press). 


The Evolved Sub-neocortical Foundations of 
Raw Emotional Feelings 


Although we can be confident that the animalian 
emotional systems were built into our brains by 
evolution, the important point here is that their 
impact on lived lives is always guided by envi- 
ronmental contexts, learning, and culture. Each 
of these systems is refined and diversified by 
living in the world, and each has abundant impli- 
cations for positive psychology and what it 
means to have a life well lived, in ways more 
subtle and diverse than can be discussed here. 
Because of longstanding intellectual traditions 
that ascribed consciousness—the capacity to 
have and reflect upon one’s experiences—strictly 
to the expanded neocortex of the human brain, 
few psychologically oriented investigators are 
currently considering the ancestral sources of 
our affective experiences that are concentrated in 
ancient brain regions shared homologously by 
all mammals. Thus, many still believe that human 
emotional feelings (affects) reflect higher brain 
“readout” of the unconscious arousals that sub- 
neocortical systems promote, but there is abun- 
dant available evidence to the contrary. The fact 
that affective feelings arise from these sub- 
neocortical neurodynamics is highlighted by the 
fact that animals are rarely neutral about such 
artificially induced emotional arousals. Animals 
are attracted to environmental locations where 
the various positive emotional expressions are 
aroused (SEEKING, LUST, CARE, and PLAY) and, 
given a chance, they self-activate (self-stimulate) 
such systems. In contrast, animals escape or 
avoid arousal of the negative emotional circuits 
(RAGE, FEAR, and PANIC). For instance, all 
brain sites that activate 50 kHz ultrasonic chirps, 
an apparent unconditional indicator of arousal of 
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the SEEKING system in rodents, also support 
self-stimulation behavior (Burgdorf et al., 2007). 
Sites that arouse FEARful instinctual responses 
can be used to provoke escape and punish ani- 
mals (Panksepp, 1990a). 

In lieu of contradictory evidence, the simplest 
explanation is that raw affective feelings are 
constituted substantially from sub-neocortical 
brain network activities—perhaps taking the 
form of “attractor landscapes” with dynamics 
that engender the visually evident instinctual 
emotional responses that have an intrinsic, raw 
feel to them (there is no hard evidence to indi- 
cate such ancient affective states need to be 
“read out” by the neocortex). In short, we now 
know that these brain networks are not “mere 
behavioral systems” in animals, but concurrently 
they also generate raw affective states. This 
conclusion is based on the fact that artificial 
arousal of such systems can serve as rewards 
and punishments in various simple learning 
paradigms. 

These affective-emotional systems could be 
fundamental for engendering organismic coher- 
ence and underpinning all forms of human con- 
sciousness; for instance, brain-behavior studies 
have long indicated that extensive damage to 
brain regions in which these systems are concen- 
trated, such as the Periaqueductal gray (PAG) of 
the midbrain, severely compromises the survival 
of animals. Such animals are in a “twilight state,” 
no longer capable of looking after their own wel- 
fare (i.e, as highlighted first by the work of 
Bailey & Davis, 1942, 1943 with cats and pri- 
mates that had suffered complete damage of the 
PAG). In contrast, radical decortication of ani- 
mals at a very young age (surgical removal of 
the dorsal cerebral mantle, exposing many of the 
aforementioned brain structures) leaves all of 
the above emotional-instinctual urges intact, 
even though the capacity to learn new behavior 
patterns is severely impaired. 

Emotional theories that fail to deal with the 
evidence for the existence of robust sub-neocor- 
tical emotional networks are profoundly incom- 
plete from a cross-species neuropsychological 
perspective. Theories of positive emotions that 
do not consider the role of these nomothetic sys- 
tems in the idiographic construction of human 
lives are ignoring a great deal of the MindBrain 
evidence. Because of the need to integrate all the 
relevant evidence, let me summarize the inade- 
quacies of the prevailing views that believe the 
neocortex is where our emotional feelings are 
affectively experienced. 
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“Read-out” theories of Emotional Feelings— 
The Fallacy That Affective Experiences Emerge 
from Neocortical “Awareness” Functions 


A frank confrontation with the nature of the 
mind and our ancestral emotional nature has 
been delayed by the widespread belief that we 
could understand most of what we really wanted 
to know about the mind by focusing on sensory/ 
perceptual processes and learning. This led to an 
infatuation with peripheral theories of affect 
such as the James-Lange theory, which supposed 
that emotional feelings arise secondarily from 
the sensory inputs from the body to higher neo- 
cortical regions of the brain, a view that Antonio 
Damasio (2003) has to emphasize. Likewise, Joe 
LeDoux (1996) has situated the epicenter for 
affective experience within the higher working 
memory fields of human brains (dorsolateral 
frontal cortex). Edmund Rolls (2005) believes 
that conscious experiences, including affective 
feelings, arise only in creatures that have enough 
neocortex to talk and think about their lives. 
Although a good case can be made that our self- 
reflective awareness—the knowledge that we are 
having feelings (noetic consciousness)--arises 
from such higher brain regions, the supposition 
that emotional feelings themselves (anoetic con- 
sciousness) reflect higher neocortical functions is 
without any clear empirical support (for a wide- 
ranging discussion, see Vandekerckhove & 
Panksepp, 2009). The possibility that disgust and 
other sensory feelings arise from ancient cortices 
such as the insula is substantial. 

The sub-neocortical locus of control for gen- 
eration of diverse primary-process emotional 
feelings is rather enormous, but because of the 
types of biases just summarized, much neglected 
in cognitive neuroscience. As noted earlier, young 
animals bereft of their neocortical tissues remain 
highly affective animals. Indeed, they are incred- 
ibly lively and hyperemotional. They have all of 
the evolutionary tools for living except the 
higher brain regions that in humans engender 
ideas and insights about our lot in life. A more 
realistic program of research is to better under- 
stand how the higher brain functions that permit 
depth of perception, thought, reason, and moral- 
ity arise developmentally in the neocortex as 
guided by our many evolutionarily provided 
sub-neocortical capacities for affective feelings— 
the diverse sensory, homeostatic, and emotional 
affects. With such a view, the manner in which 
basic affects are re-represented and elaborated 
further by higher brain mechanisms may provide 
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a strategy for dealing with the enormous variety 
of socially constructed emotions—from negative 
ones, including guilt, jealousy, resentment, shame, 
etc., to positive ones such as love, hope, and pride, 
to moral ones such as empathy, feelings of fair- 
ness, and justice. 


The Epigenetic Neocortical Sources of 
Our Cognitive Sophistication 


In fairness, it must be emphasized that the animal 
work is not well positioned to tell us how we 
should emotionally educate higher regions of 
the human brain (e.g., training in Aristotelian 
phronesis) to optimize human happiness and 
societal welfare. Such social-policy issues can 
be molded only by consideration of all level of 
analysis. However, animal models do allow 
superb causal analyses of the primary-process 
affects; they simply will never suffice to generate 
understanding of our higher mental-cognitive 
processes. I entertained the aforementioned 
implications for child development to promote 
the likelihood that such questions will be fleshed 
out through the needed human research. For 
instance, it is clear that abundant early negative 
experiences set up children and young animals 
for a lifetime of woe (e.g, Heim et al., 2008), 
which is not to say that humans and animals 
do not have remarkable resilience in the face 
of many adversities (Feder, et al., 2009; Masten, 
2009). 

The corollary that abundant primary-process 
positive feelings early in development can be 
harnessed to strengthen characterological traits 
needed for long-term happiness remains less 
studied. The fact that the earliest developing 
positive social emotional dynamics that give rise 
to social bonding, which arise from the intermix- 
ture of CARE and PANIC/GRIEF systems 
(Panksepp, 1998), provide secure feelings and 
optimal frameworks for thriving is generally 
accepted, but not psycho-biologically well stud- 
ied in humans. Likewise, the prominence of the 
SEEKING urge and childhood physical PLAY in 
early development suggest that these emotions 
may be better harnessed for helping higher brain 
regions to be programmed with positive, proso- 
cial attitudes that can engender developmental 
landscapes filled with successful, happy living 
that may enrich cognitive mindsets and promote 
the construction of a better world. 

One reason for investing in such developmen- 
tal viewpoints is that the increasingly common 
belief that higher brain regions of the human 
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BrainMind abound in evolutionary “modules” is 
probably as ill-informed as the supposition that 
our primary-process affects emerge from the 
neocortex. Although the neocortex becomes 
functionally specialized as a function of develop- 
ment in highly predictable ways, it is not modu- 
larized before prenatal experiences (e.g., hearing 
a mother’s voice), with the most cortical pro- 
gramming surely emerging after birth. The evo- 
lution of the massive human neocortex may 
have been permitted by our genetic disposition 
for weak jaw muscles compared to the bigger and 
stronger jaw muscles of our primate cousins; 
that infirmity may allow human cranial plates 
the plasticity to accommodate sustained postna- 
tal brain growth than could have been engen- 
dered with more stringent, muscle-bound cranial 
constraints. Such genetically promoted cranial 
changes, promoted perhaps by the discovery of 
cooking, allowed the implementation of other 
relatively simple genetic rules that supported 
sustained cortical neural proliferation of repeti- 
tive, self-similar cortical columns for longer 
periods of early development than would other- 
wise have been possible (for a discussion of these 
issues, see Gorman, 2008; Park et al., 2007). 

In short, our massive general-purpose neocor- 
tical expansions seem to have emerged very rap- 
idly in terms of evolutionary time. There may 
have been insufficient time for much additional 
intrinsic programming within these rapidly 
expanding tissues than was already present in 
ancestral primates. This would make much of 
our neocortex a generalized and highly plastic 
learning “machine,” as many theoreticians have 
supposed (Doidge, 2007), rather than a reposi- 
tory of many specialized evolved functions. In 
other words, what may have evolved was simply 
much more general-purpose, working memory 
space adept at promoting complex learning, espe- 
cially under the guidance of our genetically 
provided emotional abilities. An appropriate 
metaphor may be the rapid technology-driven 
expansions of random access memory (RAM) 
space that allowed our digital computers to 
become substantially more sophisticated, using 
quite similar types of operating systems, than 
the machines we had in the early 1980s with 
their limited RAM space (i.e., which resembled 
creatures with much smaller neocortices). 

Thus, it is currently likely that much of what 
our neocortices achieve functionally has arisen 
from developmentally programming a much 
vaster RAM space rather than from any intrinsic 
(evolved) modular organization. In dramatic 
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support of this view, consider the simple fact that 
even visual functions of the occipital cortex are 
developmentally, rather than evolutionarily, 
established: If posterior brain regions that 
typically become “visual cortex” are surgically 
removed in utero (in mice), the adjacent neocor- 
tical regions develop fine visual capacities (Sur & 
Rubenstein, 2005). Thus, it is not farfetched to 
believe that primary-process emotional systems, 
concentrated sub-neocortically, have a major 
role in helping to establish the executive and 
memorial functions of higher regions of the 
brain, especially frontal executive and temporal 
memory regions. After all, the ancient social- 
emotional networks innervate cingulate and 
medial frontal regions, as well as insular and orb- 
itofrontal cortices more heavily than most other 
higher brain regions. Thus, what types of unique 
neuro-evolutionary functional engravings may 
exist in neocortical regions of the human brain 
currently remain unknown. 

Although our expansive neocortex ultimately 
provides the brain power for the symbolic 
processing that permits humans to speak and 
think, those skills may arise as much from learn- 
ing as any “language instinct” or any intrinsic 
cognitive-type dispositions for propositional 
logic—they may arise from the capacity of our 
emotional nature, as with the affective power 
emotional vocalizations, especially of motherese, 
to promote our skill with, and love of, language 
(Panksepp, 2009a, b). As already noted, the 
assumption that the neocortex is needed for 
emotional feelings has remained a preeminent 
perspective within modern mind science, leading 
too many prominent investigators to continue to 
claim that animals have emotional behaviors while 
humans have emotional feelings (e.g, Damasio, 
1994, 2003 and Dolan, 2002 2003; for critical 
analysis, see Panksepp, 2003). 

In fairness to Damasio, he has in other writ- 
ings also acknowledged the affective nature of 
animal minds as he has puzzled over “neurosci- 
ences’s reluctance to accept that complex non- 
human creatures have feelings—an attitude that 
goes beyond the necessary prudence over the 
fact that such creatures may or may not know 
they have such feelings” (Damasio, 1999, p. 39). 
Recently, LeDoux (2009, p. 265) has also acknowl- 
edged, while discussing my position on primal 
animalian affects, that animals may experience 
“coarse feeling states.” But he proceeded to qual- 
ify “that a theory of human feelings needs to 
account for unique feature of human conscious- 
ness made possible by, in fact defined by, the 
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unique feature of the brain the (sic) emerged 
with human evolution.” Although I accept the 
vast complexity of human tertiary-process emo- 
tions, where propositional attitudes lead the way, 
unless we solve the primary-process issues, 
which most other neuroscientists interested in 
emotions have ignored, our understanding of 
higher human emotional processes will remain 
ungrounded. 

To sum up this radical position: There is no 
data to suggest that at a primary-process level 
humans have depths of raw emotional feelings 
greater than other mammals, even though at a 
tertiary-process affective level we leave the other 
animals in the dust (e.g., the power of music; 
Panksepp & Trevarthen, 2008). Based on the sub- 
neocortical anatomies of emotional systems, the 
default assumption should be that all mammals 
share homologous primary-process affective sub- 
strates of mind, and if we do not understand these 
substrates, we will never understand the nature 
of emotional feelings as evolved processes. 

To the extent that we can maximize primary- 
process positive affective feelings in our evolu- 
tionarily layered mind, we can promote the 
diverse dimensions of positive psychology in our 
adult lives (Keltner, 2009), in the lives of children 
(Sunderland, 2006), in our distraught, emotion- 
ally challenged clients (Fosha et al., 2009), and 
for the welfare of our fellow animals (Broom, 
2001; Grandin, 2005, 2009 McMillan, 2005). For 
instance, I teach our veterinary students that 
they will have learned half of what they need 
to know if they are able to bring companion 
animals back into their affective “comfort zone” 
of living. 


Taking Stock 


Layers of Evolutionary Controls in the 
BrainMind and Implications for Positive 
Affect Research 


Although the introductory remarks already 
“took stock” of the field, I will refocus on several 
key points in this section, including the simple 
fact that our ancestral minds contain the neural 
potentials for many types of affective experi- 
ences and that we may all be well served to con- 
sider mental processes as evolutionarily layered 
inter-digitations of older and newer parts of the 
BrainMind—from primary to tertiary processes, 
so to speak. This knowledge has the potential to 
minimize “culture wars” where some prefer to 
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envision the cultural complexities of the human 
mind from top-down (where conceptualizations 
and cultural relativism lead the way), while 
others seek to more slowly proceed toward cul- 
tural complexities from a bottom-up view of our 
shared affective nature with other animals 
(Panksepp, 2006). Perhaps this latter project is 
less in favor currently than the former. To 
advance integration, issues already raised will be 
elaborated here from slightly different perspec- 
tives, further emphasizing linguistic nomencla- 
ture problems in discussing such issues. 

But it needs to be explicitly recognized how 
flawed our programs of research on the human 
emotional MindBrain may become if we do not 
integrate knowledge at all the relevant levels of 
analysis—from a discussion of cross-mammalian 
evolutionary “givens” to the acquired relativistic 
constructions of human culture-suffused minds. 
A big challenge is to empirically blend our best 
knowledge at all levels, with the primary pro- 
cesses necessarily explicated through animal 
brain research and the tertiary processes from 
human research. Here I will highlight how to 
envision clearly the lower emotional functions, 
largely homologous in all mammals, in the con- 
text of the many unique potentials of the human 
mind constructed within our higher cerebral 
spaces. An appreciation of our layered mind can 
promote the scientific maturation of academic 
psychology and foster conceptual-empirical 
progress in positive psychological science. 

It has long been recognized by affective neu- 
roscientists (MacLean, 1990; Panksepp, 1998a, 
2005a, b) and increasing numbers of psychia- 
trists and clinicians dealing with emotional prob- 
lems (Lane & Garfield, 2005), that the BrainMind, 
unlike the heart, viscera, and the rest of our 
bodies, is an evolutionarily layered organ. The 
failure to keep “levels of control” clear in psy- 
chological discussion is the cause of much con- 
troversy. Since the most important general 
function of the brain is to anticipate the future, 
we can focus on evolutionary layering as a way 
to better understand why all organisms have 
many basic (unlearned) affects that provide the 
motive forces for many kinds of learning. In 
themselves, raw affects promptly tell organisms 
that something they did is liable to promote or 
detract from survival, and such unconditioned 
responses apparently teach the memory-making 
mechanisms of the brain how to better anticipate 
the future. 

Although it seems clear that organisms must be 
able to experience many affects to have veridical 
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unconditional signaling of diverse survival con- 
cerns, for healthy human maturation, those early 
simple-minded solutions have to be integrated 
with more sophisticated cognitive potentials per- 
mitted by more recently evolved BrainMind 
tissues. This allows organisms to anticipate ever 
more complex physical and social realms— 
allowing all to think and plan ahead partly by 
ruminating about the past and future—through 
learning and memory, yielding higher affective 
processes such as jealousy (Panksepp, 2010d). 
This layering of mind ultimately yielded the 
capacity for autonoetic consciousness, allowing 
us to travel forward and backward in time, as 
Endel Tulving phrased it (see Vandekerckhove & 
Panksepp, 2009, for a discussion of such higher 
mental processes). 

Here is an image of our primary-process affec- 
tive terrain in terms that may be more familiar 
to many psychologists, especially behaviorally 
oriented ones. We surely have no generally 
accepted words for pre-semantic mental concepts, 
and for that reason I have long favored the use of 
vernacular terms, with ambiguous and often 
excess meanings, as emotional labels, but capital- 
ized to highlight that one is discussing neuro-evo- 
lutionary emotional primes (i.e., from SEEKING 
to PLAY, vide supra). This nomenclature aims to 
minimize part-whole confusions, so rampant in 
cognitive science (Bennett & Hacker, 2003), and 
also help highlight that we were discussing 
important evolutionary “parts” of complex 
human MindBrain “wholes” (Panksepp, 1998a, 
2005a, b). 

What traditional psychological concepts do 
the above labels relate to? Capitalized emotional 
primes are unconditioned responses (UCRs) that 
can initially be evoked by a limited number of 
unconditioned stimuli (UCSs), according to ter- 
minology developed in the era of behaviorism. 
The evidence strongly indicates that at least 
emotional UCR systems have raw experience 
as part of their inherited infrastructure.’ For 
instance, emotional behavior patterns for the 
aforementioned seven emotional-instinctual 
processes can be evoked by localized electrical 
and chemical stimulation of specific neural net- 
works concentrated in sub-neocortical regions 
of the brain (Panksepp, 1982, 1998a 2005a). 
We can surmise that these networks generate 
raw emotional feelings because they can be 
routinely used as “rewards” and “punishments” 
in various operant and instrumental learning 
tasks, especially ones like conditioned place pref- 
erences (Tzschentke, 2007). These “rewarding” 
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and “punishing” effects do not require higher 
cerebral processing and have rarely been studied 
in humans. Also, behaviorists typically simply 
accepted the convenience of UCSs and UCRs in 
their learning paradigms, with little discussion 
about their underlying nature, especially in the 
brain. 

The neglect of the many complex emotional 
UCRs of the MindBrain in academic psychology 
has led to many controversies. In earlier eras, 
this dilemma was exemplified poignantly by 
the marginalization of the emotional “instincts” 
by behavioral scientists, while implicitly accept- 
ing and explicitly using them in all their fine 
(albeit restrictive) behavioral paradigms. Because 
of such “concept battles,” the fine work and 
thinking of early social psychologists such as 
McDougall (1871-1938), who in his Introduction 
to Social Psychology (1908) used every conceiv- 
able approach to understand the human mind. 
His development of instinct theory is a case in 
point. McDougall’s way of thinking was eventu- 
ally all but dismissed by the easy criticism that 
both human and animal behaviors are much 
more flexible than any primitive instinct theory 
would allow. This simply reflects that there are 
several levels of control in the brain, and it is 
important to emphasize that emotional instincts 
(both behavioral and affective) do not emerge 
from tertiary mental processes. 

In McDougall’s day, instinct theory was not 
especially popular, nor is it today. However, the 
primary-process affects of the BrainMind have 
to be instinctual—constructed out of a large 
number of positively and negatively experienced 
UCRs (arousals of intrinsic emotional networks) 
that are initially aroused by a very limited set of 
UCSs (which might have no affective impact 
were it not for their capacity to trigger various 
UCRs in the brain). In other words, raw emo- 
tions (UCRs) are born largely “objectless” (i.e., 
with only a few initial UCSs that can then be 
linked to an “infinitude” of CSs). This said, it 
should be noted again that there are other UCSs, 
such as taste, where affect is more intimately 
related to the sensory processing mechanisms, 
but even that supposition could be partly mis- 
leading since many resulting UCRs (chewing 
and swallowing) seem to amplify taste affect. 
In any event, all the needed neural networks 
for most UCSs and UCRs are concentrated in 
sub-neocortical brain regions—brain regions 
that we share homologously with other animals. 
This is compelling evidence for where raw affect 
is elaborated. 
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Although details are bound to differ among 
species, the general principles of operation are 
similar as far as we currently know. The appro- 
priate analogy here is the genetic code, which we 
now know consists of ~23,000 self-similar genes 
in all mammalian species (not to emphasize even 
more lowly creatures), which are turned on at 
different times and different arrangements 
yielding both the many underlying similarities 
and surface diversities of vertebrate life. Learning 
and memory (secondary processes), along with 
thought and deliberation (tertiary processes) 
permit much more diversification. Still, an under 
standing of the basic affects—these foundational 
“tools for living”—are essential for understand- 
ing the developmental and epigenetic emergence 
of many higher-order forms of affect regulation 
and related psychological processes that arise from 
the massive expansions of our higher neocortical 
brains (to be addressed in the final section). 

There is other evidence for the sub-neocortical 
locus of control for primary process affects. When 
we decorticate animals (i.e., surgically remove 
the whole neocortex) at a young age, they grow 
up to be quite stupid, but still they are to all 
appearances very coherent organisms, with a full 
spectrum of primary-process affective abilities 
whether animals (Kolb & Whishaw, 1990) or 
humans (as observed in human decorticates— 
anencephalic children reared in loving families: 
Shewmon et al., 1999). Decorticate rats even 
exhibit quite normal social play (Panksepp 
Normansell, et al, 1994). Indeed, because of 
diminished inhibitory control over behavior, 
they outperform neurologically intact animals 
on certain devilishly complex learning tasks, 
such as two-way avoidance where animals have 
to repeatedly shuttle between two chambers that 
shift repeated from safe (no shock, relief) areas 
to unsafe (I will get shocked) areas—a conun- 
drum that has never existed in nature but is a 
common storyline in Hollywood horror flicks. 

Neurologically intact rats get terrorized by this 
task and easily freeze up in seemingly hopeless 
conflicts (worries?). Accordingly, it commonly 
takes them many weeks of daily training to 
learn two-way avoidances, a learning that seems 
to require “paradoxical” rapid-eye-movement 
dreaming sleep. In contrast, quite simple-minded 
emotionally governed decorticate rats learn the 
task rapidly. They seem to learn one simple 
rule—life is bad; just keep running. This strategy 
is further promoted by the fact that removal of 
the neocortex has also made them super-active 
(i.e., disinhibited). In short, their super-aroused 
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instincts allow them to perform in a situation 
that immobilizes normal animals. 

Indeed, neonatally decorticate rats are so curi- 
ous and engaged with the world that undergrad- 
uates in one of my laboratory courses selected 
three-quarters of the early decorticates (surgery 
at 3 days of age) to be the normal rats—namely, 
when forced to choose between the two animals 
provided to each student during a two-hour lab 
exercise at the end of a course on experimental 
methods (where they already conducted many 
animal experiments and learned much about 
natural behavior sequences). These decorticates 
are almost pure instinct in action. They have a 
terrible time learning complex mazes to get food 
that normal rats pick up in no time. But the 
important point is that they are fully coherent, 
emotionally rich organisms who have all of the 
basic evolutionary tools for living (practically all 
the UCRs and UCSs). But without a general- 
purpose neocortical “thinking cap,” they never 
become smart in their decision making. They are 
like babies, and surely one reason we find babies 
to be so engaging (and at times exasperating) is 
their emotionally unfettered feelings-in-action 
(UCRs). 

This existence of sub-neocortical emotional 
networks has been affirmed by hundreds of brain 
stimulation studies (Panksepp, 1982, 1998a, 2005s). 
Indeed, the primary-process emotional affects, 
including—contrary to common opinion—posi- 
tive ones, are among the easiest to study neuro- 
scientifically—because they are expressed so 
dramatically in easily observed motor actions. 
We can provoke characteristic emotional coher- 
ences with non-informational energy right out 
of any wall socket when applied to specific brain 
networks (stepped down, of course, to levels that 
cannot even be felt on our skin). 

We can be confident that affective experiences 
are concurrently evoked since animals exhibit 
their likes or dislikes for such artificial arousals 
by various measures—i.e., operant reward and 
punishment paradigms as well as CPP and 
CPA procedures. In short, the most self-evident 
affective feelings with which all organisms come 
into the world are expressed within the neural 
networks that elaborate distinctively dynamic 
emotional actions. The predictions to human 
experience are clear-cut (Panksepp & Harro, 2004) 
but largely unstudied. 

The ancestral message is this: In the beginning, 
MindBrain evolution created coherent organ- 
isms that were quite capable of showing a series 
of unconditioned emotional and motivational 
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behaviors full of affect. These are the “primary 
psychobehavioral processes” of the mammalian 
BrainMind. All intact mammals are also able to 
learn many new responses with such evolution- 
arily provided UCRs and UCSs—from simple 
classical and operant conditioning and neural cir- 
cuit sensitization and desensitization at the 
lowest levels of learning, to higher mental pro- 
cesses that are much harder to study neurologi- 
cally. That is why a mental analysis, largely 
focused on what the neocortex can do, rules to 
this day in psychological science. But we must be 
very cautious in putting any “givens” within the 
neocortex. Most everything there is “learned,” 
even sensory skills. 

The expansion of the neocortex, which can be 
validly considered to be the neurobiological 
analog of random access memory (RAM) space 
in our computers, permitted the instantiation 
of more sophisticated software routines, eventu- 
ally allowing forward-looking planning, thought, 
and even autonoetic consciousness—namely 
the vast and important varieties of tertiary 
MindBrain processes. However, at birth this 
higher BrainMind tissue is much closer to tabula 
rasa—seemingly endless, self-similar, repetitive 
cortical columns—resembling general-purpose 
learning chips—ready for learning, rather than 
the refinement of genetically modularized gar- 
dens of incipient cognitive skills. Here is usually 
where heated debate begins these days, but let us 
follow the evidence. 

There is little evidence that those higher 
regions of the BrainMind have any evolution- 
arily dictated psychological modules (Panksepp 
& Panksepp, 2000), even though they readily 
become modularized by life experiences. Perhaps 
the “mirror neurons” learn especially rapidly. 
The mystery is why specific neocortical regions 
promote similar abilities across individuals, and I 
expect that is explained largely by their intrinsic 
(genetically determined) subcortical and intra- 
cortical connectivities. 

Thus, for a forward-looking basic science of 
positive psychology, we might wish to invest more 
intensively on the primary-process affective 
nature of the BrainMind. In the 21st century, 
affects should no longer be relegated simply to 
the unanalyzed (perhaps unfathomable) “givens” 
of the mind. Rather, the neural-functional nature 
of these systems needs to be unraveled in detail. 
The needed tools are available. The detailed neu- 
roscience approaches, necessarily using animal 
models, allow us to intensively study how such 
issues play out in the brain. There will be many 
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empirical surprises, including types of plasticity in 
sub-neocortical primary-process systems—from 
a range of neuronal growth factors to experience- 
dependent conversion of “silent synapses” to active 
ones. 


The Strategy for Understanding the Nature of 
Primary Process Affects 


In sum, for more than half a century, the animal 
work has affirmed that the sub-neocortical ter- 
rain of the brain contains a variety of complex 
and yet poorly understood networks that gener- 
ate visually observable emotional-instinctual 
action schema. In other words, to the best of our 
knowledge, primary-process emotional feelings 
arise substantially from the same neural matri- 
ces that generate these coherent emotional 
behavior patterns (Panksepp, 1982, 1998a, 2005a). 
Every place in this rich and ancient neural ter- 
rain, wherever one evokes coherent emotional 
responses with localized electrical stimulation of 
the brain (ESB) or chemical stimulation of the 
brain (CSB), one also evokes feelings (affects), as 
indicated by the ability of such stimulation to 
serves as rewards or punishments in operant 
tasks as well as with other value-indicative choice 
measures such as Conditioned Place Preference 
(CPP) and Conditioned Place Aversion (CPA) 
tasks (CPP: Tzschentke, 2007). Namely, animals 
return to locations where positive feelings have 
been aroused, and they avoid those in which 
negative ones were evoked. 

Modern (post-1950s) neuroscience, using 
ESBs and CSBs as rewards and punishments, 
now strongly implicates these unconditioned, 
inbuilt solutions to living—these ancestral tools 
(memories?) for survival—as the very ground 
for raw emotional feelings. The evidence strongly 
indicates that the various primary-process affec- 
tive-emotional feelings arise somehow from the 
ancient central pattern generator neural matrices 
for emotional-instinctual behaviors. They are 
the coherent inbuilt UCRs to major challenges to 
living. There is no evidence that the rewarding 
and punishing properties of such arousals are 
due to affective interpretations made in the neo- 
cortex. In other words, core emotional affects are 
intimately linked to the arousal of ancient brain 
mechanisms that mediate emotional and organ- 
ismic coherence.* 

At this point, some readers may still be dis- 
turbed by concepts such as “primary-process 
affects” and the supposition that all mammalian 
brains harbor very similar ancestral memories 
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within the affective infrastructures of their 
MindBrains. And they may continue to stumble 
on the last word of the previous sentence, for, 
despite the demise of Cartesian dualism, many 
have remained accustomed to envisioning 
“brain” and “mind” as sufficiently distinct con- 
ceptually so that the study of the former will not 
necessarily illuminate the latter. True enough! 
Indeed, that remains most true at the tertiary- 
process level--we have no comparable ability 
to link mind and brain with causal research in 
the “upstairs” cognitive regions of the human 
BrainMind as we have for the “downstairs” 
affective regions, shared by all mammals, that 
can be studied with animal models. 

Among the new generation of revolutionaries 
with access to human brain imaging, one might 
begin to imagine that some solid bridges could 
finally be built between the two cultures—the 
animal behavioral-affective neurosciences and 
the human cognitive-affective neurosciences. 
Regrettably, fMRI technologies are best by abun- 
dant interpretive problems (Vul et al., 2009) and 
generally much more robust for imaging cogni- 
tive than affective processes, simply because of 
dramatically higher neuronal firing rates in the 
relevant thalamo-cortical systems. Also, when one 
is simply harvesting neural correlates, as is almost 
invariably the case in human brain imaging, few 
feel comfortable with the total conflation of mind 
and brain functions. My main thesis is that the 
data now strongly indicates that at the primary- 
process level—the level shared homologously, 
through ancestral descent, by all mammals—the 
two concepts are integrally one and the same 
(yielding a dual-aspect monism ontology, similar 
to wave-particle dynamics in modern physics). 
Our inability to deal as effectively with higher 
MindBrain issues is also apparent. At tertiary 
(thought) process levels, the emergence of higher 
mind function from brain activities (operating 
especially in the real complexities of the world) 
are much harder to probe, partly because they 
are more idiographic than nomothetic. 


Hot Future Topics in Positive Psychology— 
From Empathy to Mirror Neurons 


Modern “positive psychology” may be wise to 
embrace a cross-species understanding of the 
basic affects and their role in helping to develop- 
mentally program higher social MindBrain func- 
tions (e.g., Cacioppo, 2008; Goleman, 2007; 
Keltner, 2009). The neglect of foundational affec- 
tive issues cannot give us a solid understanding 
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of what we are talking about in positive psychology. 
Raw affects, quite simply, are ancestral tools for 
living that can be refined as they control and are 
reciprocally regulated by higher BrainMind pro- 
cesses. From a cross-species affective neuroscience 
vantage, the conflicts between i) basic emotion 
theorists and ii) those who espouse constructiv- 
ist and dimensional visions of the human mind 
(e.g., Russell, 2003) are arising largely from dif- 
ferent levels of analysis within hierarchically 
controlled BrainMind systems (Zachar & Ellis, 
2010). The former are seeking to illuminate 
primary processes affects (Panksepp, 2007e) 
while the latter are typically studying tertiary 
processes. 

Understandably, some of the findings and 
insights from a cross-species affective neurosci- 
ence do not fit easily into traditional approaches 
and understandings in psychology. But this is 
largely because the primary-process level of 
analysis has been woefully neglected in studies 
of emotions since the inception of academic 
psychology. Indeed, the “instincts” were margin- 
alized early in the 20th century because they 
never seemed to exist “cleanly” in most animals 
in real-world situations. Behaviors were always 
subject to modification by learning. But that just 
indicated the power of the many UCSs and 
UCRs, which remained largely unanalyzed by 
everyone, while much effort was devoted to sec- 
ondary processes by behaviorists and tertiary 
processes by cognitive and social psychologists. 
Those reflect important research endeavors, but 
for a coherent neuropsychological understand- 
ing of positive and negative affects, it is critically 
important to understand the primary-process 
infrastructure of the mammalian BrainMind. 
As we bring those evolutionary issues into the 
discussion, it could open up the possibility of 
abundant new scientific insights at higher levels, 
including a more solidly grounded evolutionary 
psychology. Indeed, this seems to be emerging 
gradually, for instance in the recognition of the 
role of oxytocinergic control of human and 
animal social-emotional processes (Panksepp, 
2009b) as well as to some extent the role of 
endogenous opioids in the regulation of social 
affects (DePue & Collins, 1999; Panksepp, 1981; 
Zubieta et al., 2003). 

However, unless one considers all relevant 
levels of analysis, mistakes can more easily be 
made. For instance, the animal data on oxytocin- 
ergic control of behavior has never synergized as 
well as it should have with simple-minded “love 
molecule” interpretations of oxytocinergic tone 
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in the brain. For instance, i) oxytocin does not 
produce robust reward as monitored with condi- 
tioned place preference tasks, ii) oxytocin can 
reduce aggression without reducing dominance, 
and iii) it can promote more widespread explor- 
atory activity in presumably insecure groups of 
young animals placed in new environments 
(Panksepp, 2009b). From a primary-process point 
of view, the concept that oxytocin promotes “con- 
fidence” may yield better theoretical coherence 
than a “love molecule” perspective. Such an affec- 
tive reorientation may help us understand why 
oxytocin can promote “envy” and “gloating” in 
the human mind (Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2009). 

To appreciate the role of primary-process 
subcortical affective systems such as oxytocin, 
and many other subcortical systems, in human 
tertiary-process psychological affairs would ben- 
efit from having more primary affective studies 
represented in the portfolio of relevant research 
approaches. As we come to appreciate the hierar- 
chical, multidimensional nature of the human 
MindBrain, many investigators dedicated to pur- 
suing tertiary process analyses may also be 
tempted to promote and pursue causal primary- 
process studies that can give us better empirical 
windows into the underlying evolutionary pro- 
cesses. In this respect, more studies of PLAY may 
be especially informative. 


PLAY and the Epigenetic Construction 
of the Social Brain 


Our overall hypothesis is that the primary- 
process PLAY urges, when allowed free and 
abundant expression, help to construct and refine 
many of the higher regions of the social brain. In 
the midst of highly rewarding (joyous?) physical 
play, animals exercise an enormous number of 
social skills that probably allow them to posi- 
tively coordinate with and predict the initially 
unpredictable actions and intentions of fellow 
creatures (Spinka et al., 2001). As a result, they 
get along with others better (pro-social effects), 
develop stronger friendships (Panksepp, 1988 
Unpublished data), and generally become more 
assertive while being less aggressive (Pellis & 
Pellis, 1998; Power, 2000). Perhaps it is especially 
influential in programming our frontal cortical, 
executive networks that allow us to more effec- 
tively appreciate social nuances and develop 
better social strategies. In other words, PLAY 
might allow us to stop, look, listen, and feel the 
more subtle social pulse around us (Panksepp, 
2001a). 
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Such developmental passages are beginning to 
be apparent in our animal models. Even though 
neocortex is not necessary for the normal emer- 
gence of PLAY urges (Panksepp, Normansell 
et al., 1994), playfulness generally activates the 
whole neocortical sheet (Panksepp, 1998a, p. 293, 
Figure 15.7) and has many positive consequences 
on the neocortex, which at birth does resemble 
tabula rasa much more than, as already noted, a 
bee’s nest of evolutionarily dedicated modules. 
Playfulness has abundant effects on gene- 
expression patterns in the neocortex and other 
brain regions (Burgdorf et al., 2010). In recently 
completed microarray—that is, gene-chip— 
analyses of DNA transcription in neocortical 
regions of playing rats, the responses have been 
spectacular. Half an hour of rough-and-tumble 
play has induced about half of the twelve hun- 
dred genes we monitored to exhibit changed 
transcription levels in frontal or posterior neo- 
cortical regions by one hour after play, with 
many still exhibiting effects six hours after ter- 
mination of play (Burgdorf et al., 2010). What a 
cornucopia of riches! 

The best next step after such work is to evalu- 
ate whether some of these gene products actu- 
ally do modulate positive affective processes. But 
which gene(s), from the all too many candidates, 
should be selected for initial functional follow-up 
studies? No laboratory could follow all the leads, 
or even a substantial subset, so we simply decided 
initially to pursue behavioral studies with the 
peptide product of the gene that exhibited the 
biggest, most sustained (i.e., changes evident at 
both 1 and 6 hours), and most widespread effects 
(i.e., brain changes evident in both frontal execu- 
tive and posterior perceptual cortical areas). The 
winner in this lottery was the gene encoding 
Insulin-like Growth Factor-1 (IGF-1)—one of 
the oldest and most prominent brain 
“fertilizers” —and we proceeded to demonstrate 
that this peptide, along with its various trans- 
porters (molecules that promote IGF-1 function- 
ing), were indeed elevated within rat brains 
following play. The existing literature in humans 
had already observed that this peptide was posi- 
tively related to human cognitive and affective 
well-being as a function of age (Lasaite et al., 
2004). Elevated positive affect and decreased 
depression are related to plasma IGF-1 levels, 
and intravenous IGF-1 supplementation can 
reduce anxiety and depression in humans 
(Stouthart et al., 2003; Thompson et al., 1998). 

Although little causal psychobiological work 
had been done with this growth factor in animal 
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models, we proceeded to evaluate the effects of 
intraventricularly administered IGF-1 as a mod- 
ulator of affect when infused into the rat brain. 
Our results so far indicate that this growth factor 
promotes many positively motivated behaviors 
that may reflect some kind of good feelings in 
the BrainMind (Burgdorf et al., 2007, 2010 For 
instance, animals are less fearful in open-field 
exploration tests, and the peptide facilitates our 
prime index of positive affect in rats—50 kHz 
ultrasonic chirping—in response to tickling. 
There are bound to be many more such positive 
affect regulating factors within the brain to be 
found and studied, and currently we are espe- 
cially interested to determine if the IGF-1 system 
may help mitigate devastating negative affects 
such as those that lead to depression. 

Hopefully my point is clear. We marginalize 
our sub-neocortical affective mind at the peril of 
not really understanding what we are talking 
about. And we know so very little of how trans- 
lation of our genetically promoted lower mind 
abilities helps to weave the rich tertiary-process 
tapestry of a well-trained, caring human mind 
(Ryff & Singer 1998, with commentaries). 
Likewise, the way the vicissitudes and woes of 
existence leave their affective imprints on our 
higher minds is poorly understood, but when 
we start to invest in “complete” approaches, we 
may find totally new ways to conduct the ther- 
apy that is needed to make troubled minds more 
sanguine. All this does not mean that there are 
not any psycho-neuro-epistemological engrav- 
ings in the higher reaches of the human brain, 
but if they exist, they are more likely to be 
found in the frontal executive regions of the 
brain than the sensory-perceptual ones. In sum, 
what our genetics do dictate are our primary- 
process emotional strengths and weaknesses, but 
these can be nourished in distinct ways by life 
experiences. 

The scientific challenges ahead, both method- 
ological and social, are great. Although the 
importance of inherited biological factors is now 
definitive, the epigenetic-developmental factors 
are looming ever larger as we learn more about 
not only cultural influences but also the nurtur- 
ing ways of nature. Surely our genetic and neu- 
robiological nature does not work against itself, 
but invests in every possible way to fit in ever 
better with the environment, social and physical, 
and our ever-increasing capacity to learn as our 
higher brain mushroomed in a very short time 
(perhaps because of the discovery of cooking, but 
that is another story). 
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CHAPTER 5. 


As an ever-increasing number of studies are 
affirming, there is abundant evidence now for 
gene-environment (G x E) interactions in posi- 
tive psychosocial development, related most 
prominently to an infant's early attachment rela- 
tionships. Just to take one well-studied example: 
Identified polymorphisms of serotonin trans- 
porter (5-HTT) genes (i.e., short and long alleles) 
have measurable consequences on temperament, 
being related to how laid-back or emotionally 
temperamental humans and animals (Caspi & 
Moffitt, 2006) become, even though the results 
have been contested. These traits can influence 
aggressiveness as well as alcohol consumption, 
but they are magnified by the quality of early 
rearing—for example whether young rhesus 
monkeys are mother-reared or just with other 
infants in nursery settings. Secure maternal 
bonding protects individuals carrying risk-alleles 
that would otherwise promote various develop- 
mental problems, including early death (Suomi, 
2006). 

Various other such genetic interactions with 
social environments have now been character- 
ized. Most famously, epigenetic gene-methylation 
patterns can promote “maternal buffering” 
effects in animals. The most important finding 
for us is that the greater tender loving care pro- 
vided by mother rats (in the form of ano-genital 
licking of their pups) and maternal vs. peer 
rearing in monkeys has stupendous effects on 
gene-methylation patterns, especially in the hip- 
pocampal-pituitary-adrenal stress axis of ani- 
mals. These protective effects often last a lifetime 
and can even be transmitted across generations 
through lasting methylation patterns in the germ 
line (Zhang & Meaney, 2010). Accordingly, we 
can now envision how many benefits of good 
upbringing operate through the positive affec- 
tive mechanisms of primary-process social brain 
mechanisms. 


Moving Forward 


I have sought to illuminate an important but 
rarely addressed psychological question: “What 
is the fundamental neurobiological nature of the 
affects, especially the positive ones?” For clarity, 
it is very important to respect different levels of 
analysis within the MindBrain axis. In the pres- 
ent usage, (1) primary-process emotions arise 
from evolutionarily provided sub-neocortical 
operating systems (which can surely be molded 
by life experiences to promote lifetime changes 


05_Sheldon_Chapter-05.indd 75 


® 


THE PRIMARY PROCESS AFFECTS IN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


75 


in personality); (2) secondary-process emotions 
reflect basic emotional learning and memory 
processes as reflected, for example, in classical 
and operant conditioning (extremely well 
studied by the behavioristically oriented fear- 
conditioners, who have yet to acknowledge the 
psychological nature of the UCS pathways (e.g., 
FEAR System, perhaps because they do not want 
to allow “animal affects” to exist or be accepted) 
that allows them to do such exquisite (albeit 
insensitive) experimental work; and (3) tertiary 
processes are the higher emotional functions 
that include thought and deliberation often 
based on episodic/autobiographical memories 
and capacities for symbolic thought and commu- 
nication (the endless phenomenological, bread- 
and-butter work of psychology). In general, at 
present much more research effort is devoted to 
the last level of analysis, and by far the least to 
the primary-process levels. This is because those 
“givens” of mental life are very hard to study 
systematically, and in any causal depth, in our 
own species (Zachar & Ellis, 2010, In press). 

Basic emotional feelings are probably reflected 
within all levels of MindBrain organization, but 
the way we need to talk about these levels is 
bound to differ in yet-to-be-agreed-upon ways. 
A key goal of basic science, an aspiration that 
is rarely manifested in modern psychology, 
should be to get the foundational, primary 
processes described accurately, especially since 
tertiary processes—socially constructed, thought- 
penetrated emotions—arise from higher neo- 
cortical brain regions where culture-bound 
individualized learning creates endless idiographic 
complexities for psychological research (see 
Panksepp & Northoff, 2009). Fortunately, there 
is ever-increasing developmental research on 
how early childhood emotions can impact indi- 
viduals developmentally as well as overall soci- 
etal welfare. 

Since primary-process emotional forces guide 
child development issues (Nadel & Muir, 2005; 
Panksepp, 2001; Reddy, 2008), that is also the 
focus I will continue to take in this concluding 
section. Only a substantial start has been made 
in understanding how affective mind systems 
influence the trajectories of human lives. Ever 
since the demonstration of the tragic conse- 
quences of socially impoverished institutional 
life on child development, the overall theoretical 
vision provided by John Bowlby (1969) has 
guided child development research and has been 
a guiding light for neuroscientifically oriented 
psychologists who wish to understand the nature 
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and long-term developmental consequence of 
excessive arousal of the diverse positive and neg- 
ative affective processes in the brain (e.g., Watt 
& Panksepp, 2009). It probably does not need 
much emphasis that an overabundance of nega- 
tive emotions, such as FEAR and RAGE, in the 
lives of children during early development tends 
to set them up for the emergence of negativistic 
self-images. In the most severe cases these can 
eventually promote borderline personality dis- 
orders and potentially lifelong chronic difficul- 
ties in handling social stressors, which can 
promote depression and other psychiatric disor- 
ders (Cirulli et al., 2009; Heim et al., 2008; Miller 
et al., 2009). 

Indeed, as many investigators are studying 
the ramifications of emotional development in 
children’s lives, often to maximize human wel- 
fare, few investigators are working to understand 
the unconditional nature of the primary-process 
emotional systems. I suspect that in order to 
fully understand simple forms of emotional 
learning (e.g., LeDoux, 2000), we must begin to 
focus on the permissive role of neurochemical 
influences of the Unconditioned Response net- 
works of ancient emotional brains in promoting 
neuronal gateways to learning. There is cur- 
rently little work from the bottom-up (emotion 
to cognition) perspectives. This may be due to 
the continuing hegemony of behavioristic biases 
in functional neuroscience using animal models, 
as well as more implicitly in much of human 
cognitive neuroscience. 

Because of such biases, the SEEKING system 
is still mistakenly called the “brain reward 
system” by most active investigators, even 
though such a concept does not help to explain 
the unconditional behaviors and affects this 
system actually mediates (Panksepp & Moskal, 
2008). Because of the shortage of investigators 
presently seeking to unravel the animalian- 
evolutionary sources of our human/mammalian 
nature, we have not developed conceptual sys- 
tems capable of being deployed across species 
that can clarify various basic problems in posi- 
tive psychology. We need to recognize that the 
SEEKING system is the foundation for all our 
goal-directed behaviors—it energizes gambling 
and shopping as well as the seeking of knowl- 
edge, artistic pursuits, and spiritual heights, so to 
speak. Fortunately, there are many psychologi- 
cally oriented investigators who are studying 
the manifestations of such neural systems 
in human lives (Silvia & Kashdan, 2009). 
Still, the details of such a highly generalized 
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“motivational system” can be illuminated only 
through animal models. 

This SEEKING system is critically important 
for most of our good and bad habits, for our 
aspiration and our desires, as well as for our 
addictions and repetition compulsions. Whether 
this system will be used in the service of enhanc- 
ing a child's habit of focusing on commercial 
“mind-washing” TV and other mundane, non- 
creative activities, or for the development of 
more life-affirming artistic and interpersonal 
skills is surely a momentous developmental 
question. A child’s long-term self-image is bound 
to be heavily intermeshed with how we emo- 
tionally raise our children. If the SEEKING 
system is not guided toward truly creative and 
positive life-affirming activities, it may easily 
regress toward pursuit of the lowest affective 
common denominators mediated by this system 
of self-gratification. 

If our social bonds are deficient, and the 
PANIC/GRIEF system prevails (not to mention 
elevated levels of other distinct negative affects 
such as FEAR and RAGE), higher MindBrain 
regions are surely bound to be prepared for lives 
full of psychological pain on the one hand and 
perhaps increased tendencies for alexythymia, 
depression, and psychotic thinking on the other. 
Much of everyday human suffering arises 
because of the psychic sting of the PANIC/GRIEF 
system in the lives of people who do not have 
supportive bonds, whether short-term feelings 
arising from acute social exclusion (see Eisenberg 
chapter) or chronic negativistic feelings arising 
from deficient nurturance during early develop- 
ment (Bowlby, 1980). Even the presence of a pet 
animal has remarkable effects in alleviating 
chronic human loneliness, which froma primary- 
process point of view may arise substantially 
from excessive activity of the ancient mamma- 
lian separation-distress system. So far there has 
been very little work on how companion ani- 
mals, under their direct care, influence children’s 
social development and self-image development. 
Positive psychology studies are needed to evalu- 
ate how children’s lives are improved, perhaps 
starting in the late preschool years, by the provi- 
sion of small, young companion animals such as 
pre-acclimated, perhaps hand-play (e.g., tickle) 
acclimated domestic rats (Panksepp, 2007b). 
This may sound a bit shocking to many, but 
such animals are very safe, delightfully ener- 
getic, and highly entertaining—really rather 
superb pets, as many people already know (e.g., 
www.fancyrats.com). Such small child-friendly 
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pets can also help promote a desperately needed 
reverence for life in our society. 

As already noted, the study of adult empathy 
is currently on the rise (Decety & Ickes, 2009), 
but only a few are focusing on the development 
of affective CAREing attitudes in the emergence 
of compassionate convictions in the higher 
regions of the human mind (Watt, 2007). Mirror 
neurons are now widely recognized as key brain 
functions that participate in the emergence of 
prosocial cooperative brain networks (Iacoboni, 
2008; Rizzolatti & Sinigaglia, 2008). However, 
animal models where the underlying causal 
issues can be studied will be essential for under- 
standing how maternal love and CARE help to 
create the secure base that allows those higher 
brain functions to emerge developmentally. Our 
deep social nature arises from the primary-pro- 
cess mental “energies” we have inherited as 
ancestral tools for living—especially CARE and 
PANIC/GRIEF systems—all of which help medi- 
ate social bonding, opening up the developmen- 
tal pathways to healthy expressions of adult 
LUST systems. 

Still, the vast potential of a secure emotional 
base may need to be brought to fruition by 
primary-process emotional mechanisms that 
were evolutionarily designed to test and under- 
stand the complexities of the social terrain. The 
maturation of our best social qualities, permit- 
ting fulfilling adult lives, may be intimately 
linked to the learning and satisfaction that arise 
from the free exercises of PLAYful urges 
throughout early childhood. Such spontaneous 
social engagements surely promote positive 
development of balanced social expectations, 
refined social skills, and feelings of agency. 

PLAY mechanisms of the brain, along with 
closely linked SEEKING urges, offer positive psy- 
chology some of the most important inbuilt emo- 
tional systems that can help clarify many relevant 
higher-order aspects of our social brain, from our 
love of camaraderie with abundant ribbing and 
humor to sports and the rough-and-tumble 
nature of power politics. An effective PLAY system 
may be one of the main sources of friendships and 
adult social bonding. As we diminish the influence 
of PLAY in our children’s lives, a cultural dilemma 
we currently face, their future social aspirations 
and possibilities for lifelong happiness may be 
compromised (Panksepp, 2007c). 

The primary-process PLAYfulness of young 
brains delightfully represents how our “simple” 
animalian emotions can help promote lifelong 
mental sophistication. Thus, in addition to 
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promoting the maturation of the higher positive 
social emotions promoted by LUST and CARE, 
we are currently finding that PLAY urges are 
intimately related to how intensely various neg- 
ative emotions can impact children’s lives. The 
less play young animals have had, the more 
aggressive they will be; the more play they have 
had, the less likely they are to show depressive 
symptoms in adulthood as a result of stress 
(Panksepp lab: Unpublished observations). 

Many psychologists may prefer to envision 
our playfulness as reflecting higher mind func- 
tion, unique to humans, rather than the lower, 
more ancient functions we share with the other 
animals. The sooner we shift such anthropocen- 
tric perspectives and recognize the experience- 
expectant role of this universally important 
cross-mammalian BrainMind system, the sooner 
we may build cultural institutions that support 
our joyful lower nature, so important for mental 
health and age-appropriate education. As we 
aspire to promote our children’s intellectual abil- 
ities through “No Child Left Behind” programs, 
we could also nurture their social intelligence 
through wiser PLAY policies. We should avoid 
stunting the beneficent nurturing and matura- 
tion of their human nature as we vigorously seek 
to develop children’s higher mental abilities— 
too often by administering stale knowledge, too 
commonly in unpalatable ways that fail to pro- 
mote higher social-brain development. 

ADHD-type children are typically deficient in 
frontal lobe executive functions—in simple 
terms, as already noted, in their ability to stop, 
look, listen, and feel with consideration for others 
(Barkley, 1997). Indeed, when we damage the 
frontal lobes of rats, they exhibit extreme 
ADHD-type hyperkinetic, impulsive symptoms, 
which we can diminish by giving them abundant 
daily opportunities for play (Panksepp et al., 
2003). We have strongly advocated for the devel- 
opment of “play sanctuaries” for our “glut” of 
PLAY-starved children in America (Panksepp, 
2007c). After conducting the first systematic, 
well-controlled experimental study on the 
rough-and-tumble physical play of human chil- 
dren (Scott and Panksepp, 2003), we were chas- 
tened to have it rejected successively by three 
prominent developmental journals, with a single 
major criticism repeated like a mantra—“it was 
of no theoretical interest.” 

That the first formal description of play in our 
species was of so little interest to developmental- 
ists was an eye-opener for us. After collecting 
pilot data within a community public school 
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setting (Scott, 2001), we have sought support for 
a “play-sanctuary” study in human children for 
almost a decade, from both federal and private 
sources, without success. Meanwhile, the avail- 
ability of “real” (self-initiated) physical play for 
children has been diminishing at an alarming 
rate in our school systems as well as part of 
children’s free-time post-school activities. This 
potentially tragic shortsightedness in both our 
social and scientific fabric about the positive psy- 
chological influences of abundant early PLAY 
may have cross-generational epigenetic conse- 
quences for the mental health of our children for 
many years to come (e.g., Burgdorf et al., 2010). 
There are good reasons to believe that abundant 
happy social-physical play, in the context of 
joyous early education, will allow every child “to 
thrive by five.” We expect that lots of free self- 
initiated social play will tend to produce more 
happy and productive citizens. 

To help our children flourish affectively, we 
not only have to nurture them optimally psy- 
chologically, but we need to understand that in 
doing that we are also nurturing their genome. 
With abundant early positive affect that facili- 
tates the development of a solid self-identity, we 
are providing a lifetime gift not only in terms of 
their implicit and explicit autobiographical mem- 
ories, but also deep within the chromatin scaf- 
folding of their DNA that can regulate beneficial 
(e.g., anti-stress) gene expressions for a lifetime, 
even across generations (Szyf et al., 2008; Zhang 
& Meaney, 2010). 

The ability of environmentally promoted gene 
regulation has now revealed enormous epigenetic 
changes that result from different affective envi- 
ronments in which young animals (and presum- 
ably our children) are reared. The potential of 
such knowledge to lead to creative, life-affirming 
social “engineering” is vast. Once instituted, 
such forces could percolate through not only our 
social structures but also our epigenomes in 
ways that facilitate positive affective cultural 
developments. Perhaps, simply by paying better 
heed to the primary-process affective environ- 
ments in which our children are reared, we could 
reap many societal benefits. 

However, since different animals, even differ- 
ent strains of the same species, appear to exhibit 
different periods of epigenetic sensitivity to envi- 
ronmental factors, we must be concerned about 
scientifically determining the sensitive periods 
during which social benefits can optimize human 
development. In lieu of such difficult-to-obtain 
data, the default should be to provide abundant 
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doses of positive experiences with all the positive 
emotions, with incremental age-appropriate 
challenges, as much as possible throughout early 
development. 

In sum, through a better understanding the 
lifelong impacts of primary-process affective 
processes throughout the lifespan, we can begin 
to scientifically bridge and blend basic neurosci- 
ence research traditions that can reveal mamma- 
lian primary-process emotional systems with 
the human tertiary-process complexities that 
most psychologists focus upon. This will help us 
better translate the intrinsic capacities of our 
nomothetic core SELVES (Northoff & Panksepp, 
2008; Panksepp, 1998b) with the vast idiographic 
potentials of our higher selves (Panksepp and 
Northoff, 2009). 

In so doing, we will be able to better achieve 
optimal self-realization of a high level of social 
intelligence that Aristotle called phronesis— 
automatically appreciating how to do the correct 
things in the right ways at the most auspicious 
times, as one correctly appraises all the relevant 
contingencies. To do that well, we will have to 
have integrated scientific views of higher and 
lower BrainMind functions that do not yet exist 
in any mature forms either in our scientific 
research or our educational endeavors. 


Notes 


1. Iuse this term (also MindBrain when stylistically 
desirable with no change in meaning), capitalized and 
without a space to highlight the necessity of viewing 
the brain as a unified organ with no dualities that have 
traditionally hindered our understanding. 

2. Here, core affects are used as synonyms for the 
diverse primary-process forms of valenced feelings and 
can easily be distinguished from the unitary Core 
Affect concept recently developed by top-down dimen- 
sional emotional theorists such as James Russell (2003). 
The bottom-up neurobiological approach I advocate 
and summarize here differs markedly from such alter- 
native approaches. These perspectives differ dramati- 
cally in the way they envision the foundational 
substrates of affective life (see Zachar and Ellis, 2010 
for full coverage), and perhaps how higher mental pro- 
cesses gradually emerge from the lower evolutionary 
substrates. For me “basic,” “core,” and “raw” affects, 
used for semantic variety, are simply various syn- 
onyms for the primary-process affects. Secondary- 
processes in the brain reflect basic learning mechanisms, 
and tertiary-process affects reflect those arising from 
interactions with higher cognitive processes (e.g., 
thought, memory, deliberation). 

3. This is not to deny that many unconditioned 
reflexes operate totally unconsciously and most are 
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CHAPTER 5. 


more ancient than the evolution of the affective mind 
(e.g., spinal knee-jerk reflexes without any accompani- 
ment that resembles “experience”). 

4. As noted, there are many other types of affects 
than emotional ones, for instance sensory as well as 
homeostatic ones, and it is not yet as clear that similar 
principles apply (but see Panksepp, 200x). Those affects 
are, of course, relevant for understanding both positive 
and negative psychologies, and much of their affective 
intensity also arises from subcortical systems (Denton, 
2006), but I will not focus on those issues here, simply 
because the emotional ones are really much more 
important for overall life quality and mental-health 
issues once bodily needs are taken care of. 
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Beyond Pleasure and Pain? Emotion 
Regulation and Positive Psychology 


Maya Tamir and James J. Gross 


Emotion regulation and positive psychology are 
inextricably linked. Both fields seek to promote 
optimal human functioning, and because emo- 
tions play a pivotal role in optimal functioning, 
both fields seek to promote optimal emotional 
responding. Emotion regulation does this by 
studying the processes by which people influ- 
ence which emotions they have, when they have 
them, and how they experience and express these 
emotions (Gross, 1998). Positive psychology 
does this by examining positive emotions, traits, 
and institutions (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000). Research in both fields, therefore, is predi- 
cated on assumptions about the nature of opti- 
mal human functioning. 

In this chapter, we argue that the fields of 
emotion regulation and positive psychology 
have been dominated by a hedonic view of opti- 
mal functioning. We first discuss the contribu- 
tions of the hedonic view to both fields, and then 
consider its critical limitations. We then point to 
a broader conception of optimal functioning, 
which is based on a motivated view of human 
nature. We describe a new approach to emotion 
regulation that is based on this broader concep- 
tion of optimal functioning and review related 
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empirical evidence. We conclude with the hope 
that the instrumental approach to emotion regu- 
lation might stimulate a similar shift in positive 
psychology, toward a broader view of optimal 
functioning that acknowledges—but moves 
beyond—pleasure and pain. 


The Hedonic View of Optimal 
Human Functioning 


Since the dawn of human history, optimal func- 
tioning has been equated with the experience of 
pleasure and the absence of pain (e.g., Kahneman, 
1999). Emotions are predominantly states of 
pleasure or pain involving both body and mind 
(e.g., Izard, 1977). Therefore, according to a 
hedonic view, the experience of pleasant emo- 
tions and the absence of unpleasant emotions are 
core components of optimal human functioning. 


The Short-Term Hedonic Approach to 
Emotion Regulation 


The hedonic conception of optimal functioning 
has had a tremendous impact in the field of 
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emotion regulation. The hedonic properties of 
emotions are their unique and most prominent 
defining feature (e.g., Averill, 1994; Barrett, 
Mesquita, Ochsner, & Gross, 2007). Such hedonic 
properties are relatively fixed across people and 
contexts (e.g., disgust usually feels bad), and they 
can be reliably measured and identified. Coupled 
with the powerful motivation to maximize plea- 
sure and minimize pain (Freud, 1926/1959), the 
view of emotions as primarily hedonic states has 
led researchers to adopt a short-term hedonic 
approach to emotion regulation. 

According to the short-term hedonic approach, 
when emotions are regulated, they are regulated 
primarily for short-term hedonic reasons. This 
has resulted in an explicit focus on emotion reg- 
ulation as the process by which people decrease 
unpleasant emotions and increase pleasant emo- 
tions (e.g., Larsen & Prizmic, 2008). Guided by 
this approach, research in emotion regulation in 
the past few decades has made substantial contri- 
butions to our understanding of mental health 
and well-being, identifying adaptive ways in 
which people can influence their own emotional 
experiences (for reviews, see Denollet, Nyklicek, 
& Vingerhoets, 2008; Gross, 2007). 


The Hedonic Approach to Positive Psychology 


The field of positive psychology has given rise to 
diverse definitions and operationalizations of 
well-being. Considerable attention has been given 
to two traditions—namely, the hedonic and the 
eudemonic (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Both of these 
traditions have sprung from early philosophical 
conceptions of well-being in an attempt to trans- 
late them into empirical research. Although each 
tradition represents a simplified view of well- 
being, they are nonetheless highly important 
conceptual approaches that, to a large extent, have 
guided research in the field. In this chapter, we 
will describe both approaches and evaluate them 
critically. We begin in this section by briefly 
describing the hedonic view of well-being and 
some of the research it has given rise to. 

The idea that optimal functioning involves the 
presence of pleasant emotions and absence of 
unpleasant emotions has dominated the field of 
positive psychology. In a seminal article that 
signaled the formation of positive psychology, 
the study of positive emotions was identified as 
one of the three target domains within the field 
(Seligman, 2003; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000). The emphasis on pleasant emotions was 
soon linked to the hedonic philosophical tradition. 
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In fact, some of the leading figures in positive 
psychology went as far as labeling the study of 
well-being as “hedonic psychology” (Kahenman, 
Diener, & Schwarz, 1999). The role of pleasant 
feelings in hedonic conceptions of well-being has 
since been constantly reinforced by positive psy- 
chologists who use the terms “well-being,” which 
typically refers to psychological welfare, and 
“happiness,” which typically refers to a pleasant 
emotional state, interchangeably. 

The emphasis on subjective hedonic experi- 
ences has given rise to the study of subjective 
well-being (Diener, 1984; Diener & Lucas, 2000). 
Subjective well-being assumes that well-being 
involves three distinct subjective experiences: 
satisfaction with life, the presence of pleasant 
feelings, and the absence of unpleasant feelings. 
Because of its emphasis on hedonic outcomes and 
its relative inattention to underlying processes, 
subjective well-being research has typically been 
viewed as reflecting the hedonic tradition, which 
argues that pleasure is a defining feature of the 
“good life” (Kahneman et al., 1999). Research on 
subjective well-being has made immense contri- 
butions to positive psychology, promoting our 
understanding of both the causes and conse- 
quences of happiness in individuals, cultures, and 
nations (for recent reviews, see Diener & Biswas- 
Diener, 2008; Eid & Larsen, 2008). 


Taking Stock 


Despite its important contributions to the study 
of emotion regulation and to positive psychology, 
there is reason to believe that a purely hedonic 
view of human nature is too narrow to account 
for all aspects of optimal human functioning. In 
this section, we review the limitations of the 
hedonic approach for the study of emotion regu- 
lation as well as positive psychology. 


The Limitations of the Short-Term Hedonic 
Approach to Emotion Regulation 


Although the short-term hedonic approach to 
emotion regulation has greatly contributed to 
our understanding of the role of emotion regula- 
tion in well-being, it suffers from several serious 
limitations. First, it views emotions as exclusively 
hedonic states. For example, excitement is 
pleasant whereas fear is unpleasant; therefore, 
people should be motivated to increase excite- 
ment and decrease fear at all times. Emotions, 
however, are more than states of pleasure or pain. 
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They influence physiology, cognition, and behav- 
ior and predispose people to act in goal-directed 
ways (e.g., Frijda, 1986). For example, excitement 
may predispose people to approach possible 
rewards (e.g., a potential mate), whereas fear 
may predispose people to avoid possible threats 
(e.g., a potential predator) (e.g., Gray, 1981). 

By viewing emotions as exclusively hedonic 
states, the short-term hedonic approach to emo- 
tion regulation ignores the possibility that people 
may seek to regulate their emotions for reasons 
other than maximizing pleasure or minimizing 
pain. For instance, a person may try to increase 
her level of excitement not necessarily because it 
feels good, but because it might help her obtain 
a reward. The short-term hedonic approach is 
unable to account for such instrumental motives 
in emotion regulation. 

Second, the short-term hedonic approach fails 
to account for all possible forms of emotion reg- 
ulation. As mentioned above, emotions can be 
pleasant or unpleasant. Independent of their 
hedonic quality, emotions can also be useful by 
helping us respond to environmental challenges 
(Frijda, 1986; Levenson, 1994; Tooby & Cosmides, 
1990). Emotions, however, can be harmful as 
well. The utility of emotions depends on an indi- 
vidual’s goals as well as the characteristics of the 
context at hand. For instance, fear may be useful 
when it leads a person walking home at night to 
select a safe route over a dark alley. Fear may 
be harmful the next day, however, when it leads 
the person to freeze when giving an important 
presentation at work. 

Both pleasant and unpleasant emotions, there- 
fore, can be either useful or harmful, and there 
may be important benefits to accepting both 
types of emotional experiences in certain con- 
texts (Hayes, Strosahl, & Wilson, 1999). To the 
extent that people seek to maximize both plea- 
sure and utility, emotion regulation may be 
said to include four types of activities, ones that 
(1) increase pleasant emotions, (2) increase 
unpleasant emotions, (3) decrease pleasant emo- 
tions, or (4) decrease unpleasant emotions (Gross, 
1998, 1999). Unfortunately, by focusing exclu- 
sively on hedonic considerations, the short-term 
hedonic approach to emotion regulation has led 
to a nearly exclusive focus on increasing pleasant 
and decreasing unpleasant emotions, neglecting 
to examine cases in which people seek to increase 
unpleasant or decrease pleasant emotions. This 
means that only two of these four possible types 
of emotion regulation have received substantive 
research attention (Parrott, 1993). 
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The short-term hedonic approach to emotion 
regulation, therefore, provides a relatively narrow 
and limited view of emotion regulation. In order 
to address its limitations, what is needed is an 
alternative approach that can explain different 
motives for experiencing emotions and account 
for all types of emotion regulation. 


The Limitations of the Hedonic Approach to 
Positive Psychology 


Despite its broad impact in the field of positive 
psychology, the hedonic view has been exten- 
sively criticized almost since its inception 
(McMahon, 2006). In particular, many have 
argued that the hedonic approach fails to account 
for aspects of human functioning, such as self- 
fulfillment, virtue, and moral justice, that go 
beyond momentary subjective experiences (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000; Ryff, 1989; Waterman, 1993). 

Building on a eudaimonic philosophical tradi- 
tion, a different view of optimal functioning has 
distinguished well-being from subjective happi- 
ness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In this view, optimal 
functioning depends on self-fulfillment, which 
involves a sense of autonomy, personal growth, 
self-acceptance, purpose in life, mastery, compe- 
tence, and connection to others (Ryan & Deci, 
2000; Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Ryff & Singer, 1998). 
According to the eudaimonic view, such pro- 
cesses are often associated with pleasant feelings, 
when successfully engaged in. Nonetheless, suc- 
cessful achievement of meaningful goals is 
viewed as conceptually independent of pleasure 
per se (Ryan & Huta, 2009). 

Both the hedonic and the eudaimonic views 
of optimal functioning have merit. They comple- 
ment each other and reflect non-overlapping 
aspects of optimal functioning (Compton, Smith, 
Cornish, & Qualls, 1996; King & Napa, 1998; 
Ryan & Deci, 2000). By emphasizing measurable 
hedonic outcomes, the hedonic view often 
neglects the conceptual processes that shape 
well-being. At the same time, by focusing on 
abstract philosophical constructs, the eudaimonic 
view underestimates the role of hedonic out- 
comes as indexing diverse aspects of well-being 
(Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, & King, 2008). 

Neither the hedonic nor the eudaimonic views 
can independently account for the broad range of 
variables involved in well-being. This has even 
led some to question whether the distinction 
between these approaches is useful for advancing 
our understanding of well-being (Kashdan et al., 
2008). As in the field of emotion regulation, what 
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is needed in the field of positive psychology is a 
broad approach that can account for both hedo- 
nic and eudaimonic aspects of human function- 
ing and tie them together. 


A Motivated View of Optimal Functioning 


The hedonic and the eudaimonic views of opti- 
mal functioning highlight different aspects of 
human nature. But how do these aspects work 
together to account for the full range of optimal 
human functioning? A motivated view of human 
nature could potentially account for both 
approaches to well-being and highlight the 
potential links between them. 

According to a motivated approach, optimal 
functioning is driven by the active pursuit of 
personal goals (e.g., Cantor & Sanderson, 1999). 
Such pursuit highlights two complementary ele- 
ments: the process of goal pursuit and the out- 
comes of goal pursuit. From this perspective, 
eudaimonic approaches focus on the process of 
goal pursuit—namely, what people try to achieve 
as they pursue their goals. From this perspective, 
optimal functioning involves the pursuit of per- 
sonally meaningful goals (Emmons, 2003) that 
satisfy intrinsic needs (Kasser & Ryan, 1996) 
and conform to people’s values (Waterman, 1993; 
Ryan & Deci, 2000). The hedonic approach, on 
the other hand, focuses on how well people 
achieve their goals. From this perspective, opti- 
mal functioning involves success in goal pursuit, 
with pleasure reflecting success or progress 
toward goals and pain reflecting failure (Carver 
& Scheier, 1998). 

According to a motivated view of optimal 
functioning, what has been viewed as two dis- 
tinct approaches to well-being actually reflect 
different and complementary sides of the same 
coin. Research in the eudaimonic tradition typi- 
cally focuses on the type of goals people pursue 
and how they pursue such goals, whereas 
research in the hedonic tradition typically focuses 
on subjective indices of progress in goal pursuit. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that eudaimonic 
and hedonic indices of well-being are often 
closely linked (e.g., King, Hicks, Krull, & Del 
Gaiso, 2006; Sheldon & Niemiec, 2006). A moti- 
vated approach to optimal functioning could 
explain when and why such overlap is likely and 
when it is not. 

Such a motivated approach to optimal func- 
tioning has already informed the study of emo- 
tion regulation, by giving rise to a novel, 


06_Sheldon_Chapter-06.indd 92 


® 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


instrumental approach (Tamir, 2009a). In the 
section below, we review the assumptions of the 
instrumental approach, highlight some of its 
main predictions, and review evidence in their 
support. 


An Instrumental Approach to 
Emotion Regulation 


According to a motivated approach, optimal 
emotional experiences should be examined with 
respect to what people are trying to achieve when 
pursuing goals as well as how well they do so. 
When focusing on doing well, emotions can 
serve as desired end-states, or goals. Optimal 
experiences, in this respect, involve the presence 
of pleasant emotions and relatively low levels of 
unpleasant emotions. Such experiences can 
reflect progress or success in the pursuit of both 
hedonic goals (i.e I want to feel good) and 
instrumental goals (e.g., I want to finish the 
assignment on time). 

When focusing on what people try to achieve, 
however, emotions can serve either as ends or as 
means in goal pursuit. When the goal is to feel 
good, emotions serve as the desired end-state. 
When the goal is to finish the assignment on 
time, emotions may serve as means (e.g, by 
motivating the person to work harder). People 
may be motivated to experience an emotion, 
therefore, not in order to feel a certain way, but 
in order to attain a certain goal. Optimal experi- 
ences, in this respect, involve the presence of 
useful emotions (i.e emotions that promote 
goal attainment) and the absence of harmful 
emotions, regardless of whether they are pleas- 
ant or unpleasant to experience. 

According to the instrumental approach to 
emotion regulation, people regulate their emo- 
tions to optimize goal pursuit. People may be 
motivated to experience emotions for hedonic 
benefits (e.g., decreasing my level of worry 
would make me feel better) or for instrumental 
benefits (e.g., maintaining my level of worry 
would motivate me to work harder on my work 
assignment). 

The idea that people regulate emotions for 
reasons other than immediate hedonic benefits 
is not novel (Parrott, 1993). For instance, it has 
long been acknowledged that people regulate the 
expression of their emotions to conform to social 
or cultural norms (Hochschild, 1979). They con- 
trol their emotional expressions for strategic 
reasons in the workplace (e.g., Sutton, 1991), 
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to convey strategic information in social interac- 
tions (e.g., Andrade & Ho, 2008; Barry, 1999), 
and to influence close relationships (Bell & 
Clarkins, 2000). 

However, people can regulate the expression 
of emotion with little impact on the experience 
of emotion (Ekman, 1993). In contrast, a unique 
assumption of the instrumental approach to 
emotion regulation is that people regulate their 
emotional experience for instrumental reasons. 
The instrumental approach, therefore, contra- 
dicts the assumption that emotions are regulated 
primarily to satisfy short-term hedonic goals 
(e.g., Larsen, 2000; Thayer, 2000). It builds, 
instead, on the idea that emotions are regulated 
to satisfy any short- or long-term goal (Bonanno, 
2001; Clore & Robinson, 2000; Erber & Erber, 
2000; Mayer & Salovey, 1995; Parrott, 1993). 

Because it is based on a motivated approach to 
optimal functioning, the instrumental approach 
grounds emotion regulation in the broader realm 
of self-regulation. In doing so, emotion regula- 
tion is subjected to the same set of principles that 
guide self-regulation, more broadly construed. 
Building on such broader principles, the instru- 
mental approach to emotion regulation gives rise 
to three general hypotheses. First, to the extent 
that unpleasant emotions can be useful in par- 
ticular contexts, people may be motivated to feel 
unpleasant emotions to promote their goal pur- 
suit. Second, because the utility of emotions 
depends on the goals people pursue, people may 
be motivated to feel different emotions in differ- 
ent contexts. Third, because people differ in the 
goals they pursue, different people may be moti- 
vated to experience different emotions. Below, 
we review recent empirical research that 
addresses each of these predictions. 


People Are Sometimes Motivated to Feel Bad 


Short-term goals are not always consistent with 
long-term goals. In the realm of self-regulation, 
for example, the goal to maximize pleasure by 
eating a slice of chocolate cake may be inconsis- 
tent with the goal of losing weight. Because 
people are often willing to forego immediate 
pleasure to maximize long-term benefits 
(Mischel, Shoda, & Rodriguez, 1989), a person 
who wants to lose weight may eat a salad instead 
of cake, despite the hedonic cost. Similarly, in 
the realm of emotion regulation, the goal to 
maximize immediate pleasure is not always con- 
sistent with long-term goals. For example, the 
goal to maximize pleasure by feeling happy is 
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inconsistent with the goal to reprimand a child 
for wrongdoing. In such cases, the instrumental 
approach predicts that people would be moti- 
vated to experience even unpleasant emotions if 
they promote long-term benefits. For example, a 
parent who wants to teach a child right from 
wrong by reprimanding her for wrongdoing may 
be motivated to increase his level of anger, despite 
the hedonic cost of doing so. 

There is now empirical evidence to support 
this prediction. Specifically, we found that as 
people were preparing for a confrontational task, 
they tried to increase their experience of anger 
by engaging in anger-inducing activities (Tamir, 
Mitchell, & Gross, 2008). Such attempts to 
increase anger were found even when control- 
ling for concurrent anger experiences, indicating 
that the effect was not driven by the feelings 
people were already experiencing (i.e., emotion- 
congruent effects). Furthermore, such attempts 
were found despite the fact that people found the 
anger-inducing activities to be significantly less 
pleasant than other potential activities. Finally, 
supporting the instrumental underpinnings of 
such regulatory behavior, increasing the level of 
anger people experienced led them to be more 
successful in the confrontational task. Thus, 
people were motivated to increase their level of 
anger when doing so was instrumental. Such 
findings are in stark contrast to the basic assump- 
tion of the short-term hedonic approach that 
people should always be motivated to feel good. 


People May Be Motivated to Feel Different 
Emotions in Different Contexts 


As mentioned earlier, the instrumental nature 
of emotions is context-dependent. Therefore, 
according to the instrumental approach to emo- 
tion regulation, the emotions people want to 
feel should vary by context, as a function of the 
goals they pursue. A parent may be motivated 
to increase his anger when he wants to repri- 
mand a child for wrongdoing, but decrease his 
anger when he wants to console a child hurt by 
another’s wrongdoing. 

There is now substantial evidence to demon- 
strate that what people want to feel varies by 
context. Initial evidence for this prediction was 
provided by Erber, Wegner, and Therriault (1996), 
who found that people try to neutralize their 
feelings when they expect to interact with a 
stranger, but not when they expect to work alone. 
Such findings led these authors to propose a con- 
textual model of affect regulation and advocate 
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the abandonment of simple hedonic assumptions 
(Erber & Erber, 2000). The instrumental approach 
to emotion regulation extends this contextual 
model by identifying the features of the situa- 
tion that determine what people want to feel. 
According to the instrumental approach, what 
people want to feel in a particular context and 
how they subsequently regulate their emotions 
depend on the goals they pursue in that context. 

In support of this argument, we have been 
able to predict what people want to feel by 
manipulating the goals they pursue. For instance, 
anger should facilitate successful confrontation 
(Frijda, 1986; Parrott, 2001). Consistent with this 
theoretical assumption, we found that people 
were more likely to try to increase their level of 
anger when pursuing a confrontational goal, 
compared to a non-confrontational goal (Tamir 
et al., 2008). Similarly, from a theoretical per- 
spective, emotions such as fear and worry should 
facilitate successful avoidance of threats, whereas 
emotions such as excitement and happiness 
should facilitate successful approach of rewards 
(e.g, Carver, 2001). Consistent with these 
assumptions, we found that people were moti- 
vated to increase their level of fear when prepar- 
ing to pursue avoidance goals, but they were 
motivated to increase their level of excitement 
when preparing to pursue approach goals (Tamir 
& Ford, 2009). 

In a recent study, we demonstrated that what 
people want to feel is determined by goal acces- 
sibility, even when all other features of the situ- 
ation remain constant (Tamir & Ford, 2010). 
Participants were told that they will complete a 
social interaction where they will play a landlord 
and another participant will play a tenant who 
hasn’t paid rent. Before the interaction, some 
participants were told that their goal was to get 
the tenant to pay the debt quickly (i-e., a con- 
frontational goal), while others were told their 
goal was to maintain a long-term relationship 
with the tenant (i.e., a collaboration goal). 

Consistent with the idea that anger promotes 
confrontation, whereas happiness promotes 
collaboration (e.g., Barry, Fulmer, & Van Kleef, 
2004), participants who were given the confron- 
tational goal were more likely to try to increase 
their level of anger, whereas participants who 
were given a collaboration goal were more likely 
to try to increase their level of happiness before 
the interaction. Such findings demonstrate 
that what people want to feel depends on the 
goals they pursue in the given context. Such 
evidence is also at odds with the assumption of 
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the short-term hedonic approach that what 
people want to feel is fixed (i.e., high pleasure 
and low pain) across contexts. 


Different People May Be Motivated to Feel 
Different Emotions 


Because people vary in the goals they pursue, the 
instrumental approach to emotion regulation 
predicts that people should vary in what they 
want to feel. The instrumental approach to emo- 
tion regulation expects people to differ in what 
they want to feel, as a function of the goals they 
pursue. In support of this prediction, we found 
consistent differences in what people want to 
feel as a function of two basic motivational dis- 
positions: neuroticism and extraversion. 

In a counterintuitive set of studies, we've 
shown that individuals who are highly moti- 
vated to avoid threats (i.e., high neurotics) were 
more likely to try to increase their level of worry 
before engaging in potentially threatening tasks 
(Tamir, 2005). Doing so, in turn, facilitated their 
performance. Individuals who prioritize the 
avoidance of threats, therefore, may be more 
likely to recruit emotions that help them do so 
successfully (e.g, worry). Similarly, we found 
that individuals who are highly motivated to 
approach rewards (i.e, high extraverts) were 
more likely to try to increase their level of hap- 
piness before potentially rewarding tasks (Tamir, 
2009b). Taken together, such findings suggest 
that emotional preferences depend on the goals 
people are inclined to pursue. 

Other laboratories have also found similar 
evidence in other domains of individual differ- 
ences. For instance, people differ in their motiva- 
tion to repair unpleasant affect as a function of 
self-esteem (Heimpel, Wood, Marshall, & Brown, 
2002; Wood, Heimpel, & Michela, 2003). 
Specifically, people with low self-esteem are less 
motivated than their high self-esteem counter- 
parts to decrease unpleasant feelings. Consistent 
with the instrumental approach to emotion 
regulation, such differences appear to be driven 
by self-verification goals (Wood, Stager, & 
Whittington, 2008). 

People also differ in what they want to feel as 
a function of culture. Tsai, Knutsen, and Fung 
(2006) have shown that Americans value high- 
arousal pleasant emotions (e.g., excitement) 
more than Chinese, whereas Chinese value low- 
arousal pleasant emotions (e.g., calmness) more 
than Americans. When given the opportunity to 
regulate their feelings, Americans are more 
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likely than Chinese to try to increase their 
excitement, as compared to calmness. Consistent 
with the predictions of the instrumental approach 
to emotion regulation, such cultural variation 
may be driven by differences in the propensity 
to pursue influence and adjustment goals (Tsai, 
Miao, Seppala, Fung, & Yeung, 2007). 

Individual differences in what people want to 
feel depend not only on the goals people pursue. 
As highlighted in expectancy-value models of 
self-regulation, what people want depends on 
the outcomes they expect (e.g., Fishbein & Ajzen, 
1975). In the case of emotion regulation, this 
implies that people might vary in what they 
want to feel, depending on their beliefs about the 
likely outcomes of their emotions. Consistent 
with this proposition, we found that the extent 
to which people wanted to feel an emotion 
depended on whether they believed it would be 
useful to them. For example, people who believed 
fear would be useful for a task were more likely 
to increase their level of fear before completing 
the task, whereas those who believed excitement 
would be useful were more likely to increase 
their level of excitement (Tamir & Ford, 2009). 
Interestingly, such beliefs about the instrumen- 
tal nature of emotions may or may not be acces- 
sible to conscious awareness (Tamir, Chiu, & 
Gross, 2007). 

Similar to the instrumental approach to emo- 
tion regulation, the short-term hedonic approach 
also predicts that people should vary in what 
they want to feel, but for different reasons. 
Whereas the instrumental approach attributes 
individual differences to differences in the goals 
people pursue or to differences in their beliefs 
about the utility of emotions, the short-term 
hedonic approach attributes such differences to 
variation in hedonic preferences. 

According to the short-term hedonic approach, 
people vary in the level and type of emotional 
experiences they find most pleasurable (Larsen, 
2000). For instance, individuals high in extraver- 
sion may find excitement more pleasant than 
calmness, whereas the opposite may be true for 
individuals low in extraversion (Rusting & 
Larsen, 1995). Such differences, in turn, would 
lead extraverts to prefer excitement and intro- 
verts to prefer calmness. Individual differences 
in hedonic preferences may explain some of the 
variance in what people want to feel. However, as 
indicated by the findings above, individual dif- 
ferences in what people want to feel also depend 
on the goals they pursue and their beliefs about 
the utility of emotions. 
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Taken together, the findings reviewed in this 
section provide direct empirical support for the 
three main predictions of the instrumental 
approach to emotion regulation--namely, that 
people can be motivated to feel bad, that people 
are motivated to feel different emotions in dif- 
ferent contexts, and that different people may 
be motivated to feel different emotions. Whereas 
the instrumental approach can also account for 
cases of emotion regulation that are driven by 
short-term hedonic considerations (i.e, the 
increase of pleasant and decrease of unpleasant 
emotions), the short-term hedonic approach fails 
to account for cases of emotion regulation that 
are driven by instrumental considerations (e.g., 
the increase of unpleasant and decrease of pleas- 
ant emotions). Thus, the instrumental account of 
emotion regulation subsumes the short-term 
hedonic account and serves as a broader and more 
comprehensive approach to emotion regulation. 


Moving Forward 


To date, both the hedonic and the eudaimonic 
views of optimal human functioning have 
made substantial contributions to the fields of 
emotion regulation and positive psychology. 
However, each approach has weaknesses that 
limit its potential to serve as a single framework 
for either emotion regulation or positive psy- 
chology. What is needed at this point is an 
overarching approach that subsumes the hedonic 
conception but moves us beyond a strictly 
pleasure-and-pain calculus. 

In the domain of emotion regulation, the 
instrumental approach suggests how a single 
framework can account for both hedonic and 
eudaimonic aspects of optimal functioning. It 
also demonstrates how using such a framework 
can give rise to novel and testable predictions 
that shed light on new phenomena. We believe 
that by offering a broad and flexible view of opti- 
mal emotional functioning, the instrumental 
approach has the potential of making important 
contributions to the study of emotion and emo- 
tion regulation. Furthermore, the instrumental 
approach sets a new and exciting path for posi- 
tive psychology. These possible contributions are 
detailed below. 


Moving the Study of Emotion Forward 


By highlighting the expected implications of 
emotions for goal pursuit, the instrumental 
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approach to emotion regulation revives the 
interest in the function of emotions. To describe 
healthy emotion regulation, it becomes crucial to 
identify not only which emotions are pleasant or 
unpleasant to experience, but also which emo- 
tions are adaptive for the pursuit of particular 
goals in a given context. For instance, if anger 
promotes confrontational behavior, it may be 
more adaptive to increase anger than to decrease 
it before a fight. The instrumental approach to 
emotion regulation highlights the importance of 
identifying which emotions are functional and at 
what level of intensity. 

Perhaps even more importantly, the instru- 
mental approach to emotion regulation high- 
lights the idea that both pleasant and unpleasant 
emotions can be useful at times. Since the early 
days of our discipline, psychologists have studied 
the maladaptive nature of unpleasant emotions. 
With the rise of positive psychology, psycholo- 
gists have begun to study the adaptive nature of 
pleasant emotions (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001; 
Lyubomirksy, King, & Diener, 2005). What 
remains to be studied in depth, however, is the 
adaptive nature of unpleasant emotions (e.g., de 
Hooge, Breugelmans, & Zeelenberg, 2008), as 
well as the maladaptive nature of pleasant emo- 
tions. The instrumental approach to emotion 
regulation propels emotion researchers to tackle 
this unchartered frontier and examine emotions 
not only as end-states but also as potentially 
useful means in goal pursuit. 


Moving the Study of Emotion 
Regulation Forward 


The instrumental approach has the potential 
to advance the science of emotion regulation. 
First, the instrumental approach brings novel 
and important questions to the forefront. For 
example, because the short-term hedonic 
approach assumes that people want to feel good 
at any given moment, very few studies have 
examined what people actually want to feel. As 
reviewed above, however, people prefer different 
emotions in different contexts. Such preferences, 
in turn, set the course for the entire process of 
emotion regulation. Exploring the nature of such 
emotional preferences, what causes them, how 
they develop, and how they can be modified is an 
important avenue for future research. 

Second, by placing emotion regulation in the 
broader realm of self-regulation, the instrumen- 
tal approach renders theories of self-regulation 
applicable to the study of emotion regulation. 
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For instance, self-regulation research has shown 
that goals can guide behavior even when they 
operate outside of conscious awareness (Bargh, 
Gollwitzer, Lee-Chai, Barndollar, & Trotschel, 
2001). By applying this principle to the emotion 
domain, the instrumental approach raises the 
possibility that emotion regulation can be pro- 
pelled by goals operating outside of conscious 
awareness. Although it remains to be tested, sup- 
port for this idea would have important prag- 
matic implications. 

Third, whereas the short-term hedonic 
approach views emotion regulation as driven 
exclusively by hedonic goals, the instrumental 
approach accommodates the possibility of both 
hedonic and instrumental motives in emotion 
regulation. This implies that a person may be 
motivated to feel a particular emotion for either 
hedonic or instrumental reasons (or both). An 
interesting question, in this respect, is whether 
emotion regulation differs as a function of the 
motives that underlie it. For instance, is an 
attempt to increase happiness in order to feel 
good different from an attempt to increase hap- 
piness in order to obtain a reward? Future 
research could help clarify such matters. 

Finally, the short-term hedonic approach fos- 
ters a relatively deterministic view of emotion 
regulation, where emotional preferences are 
nearly impossible to change. In contrast, the 
instrumental approach fosters a much more flex- 
ible and dynamic view of emotion regulation, 
where emotional preferences are malleable and 
context-dependent. What people try to feel, 
according to this perspective, depends not only 
on innate predispositions, but also on knowledge 
about emotions, values, and prior learning. This 
approach, we believe, is not only more promising 
scientifically, it is also more hopeful. 


Moving the Study of Positive 
Psychology Forward 


Many positive psychologists and most emotion 
researchers use the terms “positive” and “pleasant” 
almost synonymously. But is positive psychol- 
ogy the psychology of pleasure? The answer is a 
resounding no. Both hedonic and eudaimonic 
approaches to well-being view optimal human 
functioning as going beyond pleasure per se 
(e.g, Kesebir & Diener, 2008). If unpleasant 
emotions can promote professional accomplish- 
ments, the maintenance of a supportive social 
network, self-fulfillment, and virtue—are these 
emotions truly “negative”? 
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CHAPTER 6. 


Although many view unpleasant emotions as 
inherently negative and pleasant emotions as 
inherently positive, this view is slowly beginning 
to shift. For instance, there is now evidence show- 
ing that investment in personal goals, a crucial 
prerequisite of self-fulfillment, is associated with 
an increased level of worry (Pomerantz, Saxon, 
& Oishi, 2000). Self-fulfillment, therefore, may 
benefit from some degree of unpleasant emo- 
tions (Ryff & Singer, 1998). Similarly, recent evi- 
dence suggests that the people who report the 
highest level of happiness are actually not the 
ones who achieve the highest level of profes- 
sional success, as indicated by levels of income 
and education (Oishi, Diener, & Lucas, 2007). 
Apparently, some degree of unpleasant emotions 
may be necessary to succeed. Even in the domain 
of interpersonal relationships, the expression of 
unpleasant emotions may carry certain benefits 
(Graham, Huang, Clark, & Helgeson, 2008). 

Past research has shown that the experience of 
unpleasant emotions is strongly and negatively 
associated with well-being (e.g., Diener & Lucas, 
2000). Yet, recent evidence demonstrates that the 
strength of this association varies by culture. 
Compared to collectivistic cultures, in individu- 
alistic cultures the experience of pleasant emo- 
tions is more strongly related to life satisfaction 
than the absence of unpleasant emotions 
(Kuppens, Realo, & Diener, 2008). 

These findings resonate with an instrumental 
approach to emotion regulation, according to 
which all emotions can potentially contribute to 
well-being when they are experienced in the 
appropriate context, at the right level of inten- 
sity, and for an appropriate duration. “Positive,” 
therefore, should not be defined as “pleasant” 
but as that which promotes optimal functioning. 
“Positive emotions,” in turn, could be either 
pleasant or unpleasant, depending on their impli- 
cations for well-being. 

A motivated view of optimal functioning 
highlights the dual role of emotions in both the 
process and the outcome of well-being. In doing 
so, it can help bridge the hedonic and eudaimonic 
traditions. For instance, it can explain why indi- 
ces of eudaimonic well-being are linked to pleas- 
ant emotions over time (e.g., Sheldon & Niemiec, 
2006), why feeling pleasant emotions at all times 
may be less adaptive for well-being (e.g., Oishi 
et al., 2007), and why the experience of pleasant 
emotions can lead to perceptions of successful 
goal pursuit (e.g., King et al., 2006). It also points 
to the importance of studying the role of context 
in well-being (see also Ryan & Huta, 2009). 
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By providing a framework that integrates both 
the hedonic and the eudaimonic views of optimal 
functioning, the instrumental approach to emo- 
tion regulation offers a much more dynamic and 
sensitive view of optimal emotions. This view 
dramatically changes the role of emotion regula- 
tion in well-being. By following the path of the 
instrumental approach, positive psychology 
could be similarly transformed. 


Concluding Comment 


The study of emotion regulation inevitably 
informs and is informed by positive psychology. 
In this chapter, we examined the parallel trajec- 
tories of emotion regulation and positive psy- 
chology in light of different conceptions of 
optimal functioning. We suggested that the 
hedonic view of optimal functioning, which has 
dominated research in emotion regulation as 
well as positive psychology, suffers from impor- 
tant limitations. We then briefly described a 
broader, motivated view of optimal functioning 
and reviewed the instrumental approach to emo- 
tion regulation as an approach that builds on 
this broader view and applies it to the study of 
emotion regulation. 

By offering a theoretical framework that 
accounts for all types of emotion regulation, the 
instrumental approach significantly broadens 
our understanding of emotion, emotion regula- 
tion, and positive psychology. Furthermore, it 
demonstrates the benefits of a broader approach 
to optimal functioning and paves the way for 
bridging research on pleasure, emotion, and 
motivation. We are hopeful that positive psy- 
chologists will follow the lead of the instrumen- 
tal approach to emotion regulation and formulate 
a similar approach to positive psychology that 
encompasses both hedonic and eudaimonic 
approaches. Such an approach, in turn, should 
highlight the positive nature of all emotional 
experiences and the role of emotion regulation 
in promoting emotional and psychological func- 
tioning, beyond pleasure and pain. 
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The Positive Psychology of Positive 
Emotions: An Avuncular View 


Shigehiro Oishi and Jaime L. Kurtz 


Introduction 


Since its inception in the late 1990s, the positive 
psychology movement has inspired a wealth of 
new research on positive emotions (e.g., Emmons, 
1999; Fredrickson, 1998, 2001; Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). In particular, recent 
years have seen an explosion in the examination 
of positive moral emotions, including awe (e.g., 
Keltner, & Haidt, 2003), admiration (e.g., Haidt, 
& Seder, in press), gratitude (e.g., McCullough, 
Tsang, & Emmons, 2004), and other related con- 
structs such as hope (e.g., Snyder, 2002) and 
savoring (e.g., Bryant & Veroff, 2007). Also, 
whereas an earlier generation of positive emo- 
tion researchers had never engaged in interven- 
tion studies (perhaps to remain in the basic 
research areas), many positive psychologists 
have boldly delved into intervention studies 
to improve people’s well-being (e.g., Emmons 
& McCullough, 2003; Lyubomirsky, Sousa, & 
Dickerhoof, 2006; Seligman, Steen, Park, & 
Peterson, 2005). Now academic psychologists can 
investigate moral emotions and/or conduct an 
intervention study without risking their academic 
reputation. This is a remarkable accomplishment 
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of the positive psychology movement, and the 
leaders of positive psychology (e.g., Martin 
Seligman, Christopher Peterson, Robert Emmons) 
should be congratulated for courageously break- 
ing the taboo in academic psychology, paving the 
wider and smoother road for a younger genera- 
tion of positive psychologists, and connecting 
psychological science with the concerns of ordi- 
nary citizens as well as those of policy makers. 
The mounting body of research puts positive 
psychology in the favorable position of being 
able to provide practical advice to an eager audi- 
ence. However, it is important to take a step back 
and assess exactly how far the field has come and 
what it needs to focus on next. 

In this chapter, we offer a critique of positive 
emotion research with the goal of suggesting 
specific ways positive psychology could move 
forward. Although research on positive emotion 
has made tremendous inroads in the past decade, 
we believe that several areas need further 
addressing. First, positive psychology often 
appears “thin” at this point, partially because it 
is not founded in a historical perspective (see 
Keltner & Haidt, 2003 for an exception). Because 
the leaders of positive psychology tend to frame 
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positive psychology as a new endeavor, researchers 
do not pay enough tribute to an earlier genera- 
tion of positive emotion researchers. We believe 
that positive psychologists must recognize the 
rich tradition of positive emotion research con- 
ducted since the early 1900s. A historical per- 
spective will provide insight into what to study, 
how to study it, and how to avoid the demise of 
the entire scientific endeavor on emotion that 
took place in the 1940s and 1950s. Second, we 
believe that positive psychologists must make an 
explicit connection with other contemporary 
research on the topics relevant to positive psy- 
chology (e.g., empathy, willpower, cooperation) 
to broaden its intellectual base. Third, although 
most people in the U.S. want to be happier and 
most positive psychologists want to make people 
happier as well, we propose that it is critical to 
test the tacit assumption of positive psychology 
that the happier, the better. Fourth, we think it 
important for positive psychologists to acknowl- 
edge that negative emotions play a non-trivial 
role in a well-lived life, and to begin to fully 
examine how negative emotions fit into positive 
psychology. Fifth, although recent intervention 
studies were successful, it is important to exam- 
ine the longer-term effects of these interventions 
in the future. Finally, we propose that more 
cross-cultural research is necessary to under- 
stand the universality of our findings. 


Taking Stock 


An Intellectual Ancestor of Positive 
Emotion Research 


Psychologists have investigated positive emotions 
since the very beginning of psychological science. 
William James (1890/1950) famously proposed his 
theory of emotion in The Principles of Psychology, 
in which he distinguished “coarser emotions” 
such as love, joy, and pride from “subtler emo- 
tions” or moral, intellectual, and aesthetic feel- 
ings such as moral satisfaction, gratitude, and 
curiosity. For instance, James (1892/1963) dis- 
cussed moral feelings by stating “the voice breaks 
and the eyes moisten when the moral truth 
is felt” (p. 340). It is obvious that these moral, 
intellectual, and aesthetic feelings capture one 
dominant force in positive psychology of today, 
namely Jonathan Haidt and colleagues’ work on 
awe, admiration, and elevation (e.g, Haidt & 
Seder, in press; Keltner & Haidt, 2003); Robert 
Emmons and colleagues’ work on gratitude 
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(e.g, Emmons, & McCullough, 2004); and Todd 
Kashdan and colleagues’ work on curiosity (e.g., 
Kashdan, Rose, & Fincham, 2004). 

Another pioneering psychologist, William 
McDougall (1908/1921), made an important dis- 
tinction between pleasure and various positive 
emotions (e.g., joy, happiness, admiration, grati- 
tude) and envisioned the scientific study of 
human instincts, emotions, and the development 
of moral emotions to be the foundation of 
psychological science. He conceived curiosity 
and parental instincts (or tender emotions and 
sympathy) to be two of the most important 
instincts. In the chapter entitled “Nature of the 
Sentiments,” McDougall further detailed vari- 
ous positive moral emotions. For instance, he 
described admiration as follows: “The primary 
condition of their excitement is the presence of a 
person bigger and more powerful than oneself; 
and, when we admire such an object as a picture 
of a machine, or other work of art, the emotion 
still has this social character and personal refer- 
ence; the creator of minds as the object of our 
emotion, and often we say, ‘what a wonderful 
man he is!’ (p. 134). McDougall defined awe as 
“of many shades, ranging from that in which 
admiration is but slightly tinged with fear to that 
in which fear is but slightly tinged with admira- 
tion” (p. 135), reverence as “the religious emo- 
tion par excellence,” and gratitude as “a binary 
compound of tender emotion and negative self- 
feeling” (p. 136). 

In addition, McDougall (1908/1921) deemed 
these positive emotions to be central to the foun- 
dation of a civilized society. For instance, he 
stated that “aesthetic appreciation of the beauty 
of fine character and conduct may play a large 
part in the genesis of the ideal of conduct and of 
the sentiment of love for this ideal” (p. 233). In 
other words, similar to the current generation of 
positive psychologists, McDougall viewed posi- 
tive emotions such as admiration, awe, and grati- 
tude as important research topics and the critical 
building blocks of a well-functioning society. 
Moreover, he presented an idea that was a pre- 
cursor to the current form of eudaimonic theory 
of well-being (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2001; Seligman, 
2002; Sheldon, 2004), stating that “happiness 
arises from the harmonious operation of all the 
sentiments of a well-organised and unified per- 
sonality, one in which the principal sentiments 
support one another in a succession of actions all 
of which tend toward the same or closely allied 
and harmonious ends,” and that “to add to the 
sum of happiness is not merely to add to the sum 
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of pleasures, but is rather to contribute to the 
development of higher forms of personality, per- 
sonalities capable, not merely of pleasure, as the 
animals are, but of happiness” (p. 160). In sum, 
although McDougall’s book is often conceived as 
a theory of instincts today, it featured various 
prosocial positive emotions and foreshadowed 
the emergence of positive psychology eight 
decades later. 

Whereas the central interests of James 
(1890/1950) and McDougall (1908/1921) were 
broader than positive emotions per se, there were 
several psychologists whose main interests cen- 
tered squarely on positive emotions. For instance, 
the psychologist George Van Ness Dearborn 
published the book entitled The Emotion of Joy 
in 1899, summarizing the literature on the psy- 
chophysiology and psychobiology of positive 
emotions. In the book entitled The Influence 
of Joy, Dearborn (1916) went on to catalogue the 
effect of joy on digestion, blood circulation, and 
nervous system. This book also provided a prim- 
itive version of Isen’s (1987) work on positive 
moods and creativity and Fredrickson’s (2001) 
celebrated broaden-and-build theory of positive 
emotion by explicitly linking happiness and 
creativity. Furthermore, in the chapter entitled 
“The economics of happiness,” Dearborn antici- 
pated the positive consequences of happiness 
that Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener (2005) 
empirically documented nearly a century later 
by stating that “a happy girl in a paper-box factor 
will probably make at least five percent more 
boxes in a day than the same girl unhappy can 
pile up. Moreover, the work done under the 
stimulus of joy is not only faster but better in 
every way, for it means an attentive interest 
in the adjustments, making them more exact” 
(p. 197). Dearborn would be considered a positive 
psychologist today, as he was very much inter- 
ested in improving ordinary people’s levels of 
happiness. He stated, “We may cordially agree 
with sundry theorists that gladness as an effec- 
tive agent in our behavior is eminently easy of 
cultivation. Were it not so, this book were of no 
use beyond its narrow and problematic scientific 
interest” (p. 218). 

Moreover, a cursory look at the empirical lit- 
erature makes it clear that there was a period of 
active research on positive emotions in the early 
1900s (e.g., Gardiner, 1916). Most notably, the 
memory for happy events has been actively 
investigated at that time (see Oishi, 2000, for a 
review on this literature). For instance, Henderson 
(1911) showed that over the entire lifespan, 
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adults remembered more happy events than 
unhappy events (55.1% vs. 33.1%, 11.8% indif- 
ferent events). When asked immediately after a 
vacation period, schoolchildren recalled more 
happy experiences than unhappy experiences 
(Wohlgemuth, 1923). The first major review 
paper was published in Psychological Review in 
1930, in which Meltzer examined all of the 25 
empirical papers on memory for pleasant and 
unpleasant experiences. In 1938, Gilbert pub- 
lished the second review paper in Psychological 
Review, summarizing 20 empirical papers on the 
same topic since Meltzer's review. Combined 
with other empirical papers on sympathy (e.g., 
Meltzer, 1939), empathy (e.g., Gordon, 1917), 
gratitude (e.g., Baumgarten-Tramer, 1938), and 
curiosity (Kendrew, 1930), then, it can be said 
that the first generation of psychological scien- 
tists did study topics directly relevant to positive 
psychology of today. 

The number of empirical papers on positive 
emotions became noticeably smaller, however, in 
the 1950s and 1960s, for several reasons. First, 
McDougall’s (1908) theory of instincts was heav- 
ily influenced by Darwin, and Social Darwinism 
came under severe attack by social scientists 
and behavioral psychologists who believed in 
environmentalism in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Accordingly, McDougall’s theory of instinct and 
emotion also fell out of favor and lost its influ- 
ence (see Hilgard, 1987 for a historical review). 
Second, the concept of emotion came under 
attack by empirical psychologists in the 1930s 
and 1940s. For instance, Meyer (1933), after 
describing William James as a “poet and philoso- 
pher combined,” criticized the lack of definition 
of emotion by stating that “Now, if anybody can 
find a textbook on psychology in which the term 
‘emotion’ is introduced thus honestly, and not 
by the novelistic back door, he can make himself 
distinguished as the greatest discoverer in man- 
kind” (p. 297). He went on to conclude his 
Psychological Review article by saying that 
“T predict: The ‘will’ has virtually passed out of 
our scientific psychology today; the ‘emotion’ is 
bound to do the same. In 1950, American psy- 
chologists will smile at both these terms as curi- 
osities of the past” (p. 300, see also Duffy, 1934, 
1941 for a similar view; Worcester, 1933 for the 
oppositional view). 

Although American psychologists of today 
might smile at Meyer (1933) and Duffy (1934, 
1941) as curiosities of the past, in 1950 most 
American psychologists indeed thought of both 
“will” and “emotion” as similarly antiquated. 
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In the heydays of behaviorism, all the fuzzy 
terms were questioned and deemed unworthy of 
scientific psychological investigations. This is 
why happiness, admiration, gratitude, curiosity, 
and other important positive emotions were 
neglected for an extended period of time in 
American psychology (see Arnold, 1960's chapter 
entitled “Some positive human emotions,” how- 
ever, in which she discussed love, admiration, 
happiness, love of beauty, empathy, sympathy, 
and laughter). The re-emergence of positive emo- 
tion also started with “coarser emotions” that 
were easily manipulated or observed first (e.g., 
Arnold, 1960; Ekman, 1964; Isen & Levine, 1972), 
before the fuzzier, more complex emotions were 
rediscovered much later. In our humble opinion, 
it is important to have a historical perspective on 
positive emotion research because (a) it expli- 
cates the critical importance of a sound definition 
and the steady establishment of the nomological 
network (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955), preferably 
with behavioral indicators; (b) it helps ground 
the current empirical endeavors in broader theo- 
ries with a clear intellectual heritage (e.g., evolu- 
tionary perspective taken by William McDougall); 
and (c) it allows us to appreciate and be grateful 
for the favorable academic atmosphere of today 
for positive psychologists, which should not be 
taken for granted. 


Intellectual Cousins of Positive Psychology 


In addition to positive emotion research in the 
first half of the 20th century, positive psycholo- 
gists should pay tribute to positive psychologies 
advanced by researchers who do not necessarily 
identify themselves as positive psychologists. 
When emotion research was largely dormant 
from the 1950s to 1970s, various important dis- 
coveries were made on the topics relevant to 
positive psychology. For example, Walter Mischel 
and his colleagues examined willpower and self- 
regulation using the delay of gratification para- 
digm, finding empirical support for William 
James’ (1890) assertion that willpower plays an 
indispensable role in an individual’s successful 
functioning (e.g., Mischel & Gilligan, 1964; 
Mischel, Ebbesen, & Raskoff Zeiss, 1972; Mischel, 
Shoda, & Rodriquez, 1989; Shoda, Mischel, & 
Peake, 1990; see also Fabes et al., 1999; Tangney, 
Baumeister, & Boone, 2004). Muzafer Sherif, 
Elliot Aronson, and their colleagues discovered 
specific ways to improve intergroup relation- 
ships (Aronson & Bridgeman, 1979; Sherif, 
Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1954/1961). 
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Daniel Batson and his colleagues investigated 
altruism and empathy (e.g., Coke, Batson, & 
McDavis, 1978; see Batson, 1991 for a review) 
and empirically demonstrated a bright side of 
human nature. Elaine Hatfield, Robert Sternberg, 
Arthur Aron, and others successfully showed 
that love can be measured and scientifically 
investigated (e.g, Aron & Westbay, 1996; 
Hatfield, & Sprecher, 1986). Since the 1970s, 
secure attachment has been also shown to pre- 
dict better interpersonal competence and rela- 
tionship quality later in life (e.g., Waters, 
Wippman, & Sroufe, 1979; Simpson, 1990). 
Furthermore, over the last two decades psycho- 
logical scientists have accumulated evidence that 
indicates that trust, cooperation, volunteerism, 
and other prosocial behaviors play an important 
role in the foundation of a well-functioning 
society (e.g., Dawes & Messick, 2000; Omoto 
& Snyder, 1995; Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, 
& Schroeder, 2005; Van Vugt, Snyder, Tyler, & 
Biel, 2000). 

Despite the obvious link between these 
research programs and positive psychology, 
research on willpower, empathy, love, attach- 
ment, trust, cooperation, volunteerism, and posi- 
tive intergroup relations has not been generally 
part of the positive psychology movement. It is 
true that the Handbook of Positive Psychology 
(Snyder & Lopez, 2002) includes chapters on 
empathy and love. However, it appears to us that 
the positive psychology movement and existing 
research on positive emotions and related con- 
structs summarized above have been poorly 
integrated, which has contributed to the relative 
isolation of the positive psychology movement 
from the rest of psychological science. It is desir- 
able to consciously integrate new positive emo- 
tion research with older research programs on 
the aforementioned topics. We believe that such 
an integration will “thicken” the positive psy- 
chology movement and provide a broader and 
more stable base for the movement. 


More Is Not Always Better 


As described above, the intervention studies 
conducted by positive psychologists (e.g., 
Lyubomirsky et al., 2006; Seligman et al., 2005) 
made an invaluable contribution to the science 
and the practice of positive psychology. These 
studies can help improve millions of ordinary 
people’s levels of daily functioning and feelings of 
happiness. Underneath these intervention studies 
and the philosophy of the positive psychology 
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movement in general are two tacit assumptions 
that happiness is good and that the happier one is, 
the better off he or she is. Lyubomirsky et al. 
(2005) conducted a comprehensive meta-analysis 
and found resounding support for the first assump- 
tion that happiness is good. Specifically, happiness 
is associated with various positive outcomes 
including higher income, better health, better job 
performance, and more stable relationships. 

But just how happy should a person be? The 
second assumption of positive psychology—that 
the happier, the better—requires an empirical 
inquiry. Namely, it is important to test whether 
an increase in the level of happiness is mono- 
tonically associated with an increased number of 
positive outcomes. We (Oishi, Diener, & Lucas, 
2007; Oishi & Koo, 2008) have recently exam- 
ined this very question and found that this 
assumption was not tenable in terms of income 
and education. For instance, Diener, Nickerson, 
Lucas, and Sandvik (2002) analyzed a large set 
of longitudinal data on Americans who entered 
one of 25 elite colleges in 1976. In this study, 
participants reported their cheerfulness when 
they were incoming college freshmen on a 
5-point scale (1 = lowest 10%; 2 = below average, 
3 = average, 4 = above average, 5 = highest 10%) 
in 1976. In 1995, these participants reported their 
annual income. The most cheerful in 1976 
($65,023) were making substantially more 
money in 1995 than did the least cheerful 
($49,770). More important, the researchers 
found a curvilinear relation between cheerful- 
ness in 1976 and annual income in 1995 such 
that participants who rated themselves as “above 
average” on cheerfulness in 1976 earned $65,573 
in 1995, slightly more than those who rated 
themselves as the “highest 10%” in cheerfulness. 
Thus, if we use income as a criterion, the optimal 
level of “cheerfulness” was not the highest pos- 
sible level, but rather the “above average” level. 
In other words, the happier is not the better. 

We (Oishi, Diener, & Lucas, 2007) analyzed 
the Australian Youth in Transition study, which 
is a longitudinal study of nationally representa- 
tive cohorts of young people in Australia. The 
respondents in this study indicated their life sat- 
isfaction (“satisfaction with life as a whole”) 
when they were 18 years old, in 1979. They also 
reported their gross income in 1994, when they 
were 33 years old (N = 1,166). Consistent with 
the findings of Diener et al. (2002), those who fell 
in the second-highest category of life satisfaction 
earned more money than those in the highest 
category. In addition, the curvilinear relationship 
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between life satisfaction at one point and income 
at later points was replicated in two large longi- 
tudinal studies: the German Socio-Economic 
Panel Study and the British Household Panel 
Study. Similarly, we (Oishi, Diener, & Lucas, 
2007) examined the longitudinal association 
between life satisfaction and educational attain- 
ment in the Australian Youth in Transition study 
(the number of years of schooling they com- 
pleted beyond high school in 1987, when they 
were 26 years old). Similar to the income find- 
ings, the moderately satisfied groups completed 
more education than did the most satisfied group. 
Thus, the optimal level of happiness in terms of 
future income and educational attainment was a 
moderate level of happiness, not the highest level 
of happiness: the happier is not the better. 

Interestingly, however, when we examined the 
longitudinal relation between life satisfaction at 
age 18 in 1979 and the length of their intimate 
relationships in 1994 in the Australian dataset, 
the most satisfied group in 1979 were, on aver- 
age, involved in a longer intimate relationship 
in 1994 than the second and third satisfied 
groups. In short, the highest level of satisfaction 
may in fact be optimal in terms of relationship 
stability, although the happier is not the better in 
terms of educational achievement and income 
later in life. 

But why is the optimal level of happiness 
different between achievement domains (e.g., 
income, education) and relationship domains? 
We believe that self-critical motivation serves 
well in the achievement domains partly because 
this mindset makes it clear what needs to be done 
to improve skills and performance. In contrast, 
self-complacency prevents one from clearly 
seeing one’s weaknesses and working on these 
weaknesses. The epitome of self-criticism and 
improvement motivation, Tiger Woods spent 
long hours practicing to improve his already- 
amazing shot after winning his first Masters. 
Similarly, Ichiro Suzuki is known to spend hours 
and hours improving his swing, even though he 
is already one of the best hitters in Major League 
Baseball. 

This type of perfectionism and self-improvement 
often brings high performance, fame, status, and 
wealth. The same kind of motivation applied to 
an intimate relationship, however, does not work 
as well. This mindset could lead to a realization 
that the current partner is less than ideal, and 
that a better partner is somewhere out there. 
Indeed, idealization of the partner is associated 
with higher relationship satisfaction and stable 
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relationship (e.g., Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 
2003). In other words, positive illusion serves 
well in romantic relationships, in which one 
might not want to pay too much attention to his 
or her partner's weaknesses. In the 1959 film 
Some Like It Hot, the millionaire Osgood 
Fielding III (played by Joe E. Brown) fell in love 
with Daphne (played by Jack Lemmon). In the 
memorable ending, Daphne confessed that she 
was actually a man. In response, Osgood 
famously said, “Well, nobody’s perfect!” In sum, 
we hypothesize that the highest possible level of 
happiness is associated with idealization of the 
partner and positive illusion about the relation- 
ship itself, which in turn results in relationship 
stability. In an area in which nobody can be per- 
fect, improvement motives can be toxic. 

In a recent study, we also found the down 
side of chronic happiness (Oishi, Diener, Choi, 
Kim-Prieto, & Choi, 2007). In this study, partici- 
pants in the U.S., Korea, and Japan completed a 
daily report of events and well-being for 21 days. 
We estimated the impact of positive versus nega- 
tive events on participants’ daily well-being and 
found that chronically happy individuals need 
more positive events to offset the detrimental 
effect of a negative event on daily life satisfac- 
tion. For instance, chronically happy American 
college students required roughly two compli- 
ments to overcome one critique, whereas moder- 
ately happy Japanese were able to recover one 
critique with one compliment. This study points 
to the greater sensitivity to negative events 
among chronically “very happy” individuals as 
compared to moderately happy individuals. 
Being “very happy” is like standing on a very 
steep slope near the summit. Moving further up 
is difficult and requires more positive events. 
Slipping backward is very easy with a few nega- 
tive events. 

In sum, although most Americans want to be 
happier and most positive psychologists want to 
make people happier, it is important to question 
whether making people happier indeed translates 
into better functioning. If one is already moder- 
ately happy, becoming even happier seems to 
come with few benefits and might even come 
with a price. Like having too many choices in life 
(Schwartz, 2005), having more happiness might 
not be always better. Extending the recent effort 
to re-examine the basic assumptions of positive 
psychology (Oishi, Diener, & Lucas, 2007; Oishi 
et al., 2007), it is important to test whether the 
happier is the better for more diverse life domains 
such as health in the future. 
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The Positive Role of Negative Emotions 


Although few psychologists would advise one to 
be continually “maxed out” on happiness, the 
casual student of positive psychology may con- 
clude that experiencing the greatest amount of 
happiness for the longest time possible, while 
avoiding any form of negative emotion, is a rea- 
sonable and important goal. Therefore, it is 
important that positive psychology dispel this 
idea by acknowledging the benefits of certain 
negative emotions and more directly researching 
how they contribute to a well-lived life. 

Sadness, for instance, serves an important func- 
tion simply through contrast. In the same way 
that a sunny day is more fully appreciated when 
preceded by a week of rain, happiness is experi- 
enced more fully when it is contrasted with sad- 
ness. Experiencing sadness every now and then 
may help to undo hedonic adaptation (Brickman 
& Campbell, 1971; Diener, Lucas & Napa Scollon, 
2006), the process through which events lose 
their emotional impact over time. But how much 
sadness is desirable? Because “bad is stronger 
than good” (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer 
& Vohs, 2001), having a one-to-one balance of 
happiness and sadness in life is not desirable. 
According to Fredrickson and Lasoda (2005), psy- 
chological well-being generally requires that this 
number be 2.9 to 1 or above. People who reported 
2.9 or more instances of positive affect for every 
one instance of negative affect were more likely 
to fit the criteria for resiliency and flourishing. 
Notice, however, that negative affect is present in 
this ratio and that Fredrickson and Lasoda esti- 
mate that the positive-to-negative ratio of 11.6 to 
1 or higher would result in negative consequences 
(i.e., too much positivity in the system to be func- 
tional). Clearly, negative emotions do serve some 
critical function when experienced to this degree, 
a fact that positive psychology needs to consider 
in greater depth. 

The affect-as-information hypothesis claims 
that negative affect is a signal that something in 
our environment is awry and needs addressing. 
Whereas a happy mood fosters global, heuristic 
processing, people in sad moods have been shown 
to be more detail-focused and critical in their 
thinking, which is important for certain kinds of 
problem solving (Schwarz & Clore, 1983). State- 
trait congruity is also an important consider- 
ation. Those high in trait levels of negative affect 
(e.g., neurotics) are actually motivated to main- 
tain higher levels of momentary negative affect 
because it is consistent with how they view 
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themselves (Tamir, 2005). For all people, but 
especially those high in neuroticism and similar 
traits, negative emotions serve a critical informa- 
tive function. 

Also, from an evolutionary standpoint, nega- 
tive emotions are quite functional (Damasio, 
1994; Darwin, 1872). Anger mobilizes us to 
defend ourselves. Disgust signals that a certain 
food is potentially harmful (Rozin, Haidt, & 
McCauley, 1993). From a functionalist perspec- 
tive, then, negative emotions are critical for 
ensuring our survival. They also serve important 
self-regulatory and social functions. Guilt, for 
instance, is an unpleasant affective state that 
creates a sense of accountability in relationships 
and can serve as negative reinforcement. For 
example, giving people false feedback indicating 
that they were racially prejudice induced a sense 
of guilt that motivated them to read articles on 
how to reduce prejudice on both a personal and 
societal level (Amodio, Devine, & Harmon-Jones, 
2007). According to Baumeister, Stillwell, and 
Heatherton (1994), guilt may also provide lower- 
status people with some power or leverage in 
social situations, and it helps redistribute nega- 
tive affect from the victim of a transgression 
back to the source. In a sense, guilt serves as a 
psychological payback that may motivate people 
to regulate themselves in social situations. Other 
similar self-conscious states, such as social anxi- 
ety, shame, and embarrassment, are related to 
our real or imagined view of how others seen us 
and therefore serve similar self-regulatory func- 
tions (Leary, 2007). 

Negative life events also serve important func- 
tions. Of course, the vast majority of us would 
certainly choose to avoid disease, divorce, and 
death of loved ones, but it is traumas such as 
these that contribute to wisdom and meaning in 
life (Janoff-Bulman & Berger, 2000). Research 
shows that these desirable outcomes are often 
the result of trying experiences that are rife with 
negative emotion. For instance, McAdams (2001) 
has found that highly generative adults report 
life stories that contain redemptive sequences, in 
which they translate something negative into 
something positive and meaningful: “We started 
with nothing—I mean nothing. It was really, 
really terrible. It was all rigged against us. But we 
kept going, and we overcame.” “If it hadn’t been 
for my divorce, I would have never gone back to 
school. I put my life back together. I learned new 
skills. I left my old life behind, thank God. I am 
happy today because it all turned out for the 
best” (McAdams, 2006, pp. 40-41). Stories like 


07_Sheldon_Chapter-07.indd 107 


® 


THE POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY OF POSITIVE EMOTIONS 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


107 


these abound in American culture, suggesting 
that, although so many of us report wanting to be 
happier, we also see great value in overcoming 
life's struggles. The “good life” comes not out of 
simply maximizing happiness but also from find- 
ing meaning through life’s trials and tribulations. 

One of life’s most esteemed virtues is wisdom, 
which, again, comes not from a life of hedonic 
pursuits but through engagement with the full 
range of emotional experience. According to 
Kunzmann and Baltes (2003), those high in 
wisdom are less likely to endorse items related to 
pleasurable pursuits such as being well-to-do 
and having fun. Moreover, wisdom is correlated 
with lower levels of positive affect. Psychological 
adjustment requires much more than just maxi- 
mizing happiness. From a lifespan developmental 
perspective, wisdom, meaning, and psychological 
health are the result of active engagement with 
all that life has to offer, the good and the bad 
(Ryff, 1989). 

In sum, negative emotions contribute to a full 
and meaningful life. There does seem to be an 
implicit awareness of the importance of experi- 
encing these emotions. After all, people seek out 
negative emotions when they willingly go to 
scary movies, read tragic love stories, or jump 
out of airplanes. However, the positive effects of 
negative emotions have received little attention 
from positive psychologists. As positive psychol- 
ogy moves forward, it is essential to begin to 
incorporate the full spectrum of affective experi- 
ence into understanding what makes a life mean- 
ingful and fulfilling. 


Examining Long-Term Effects of Positive 
Interventions 


One challenge inherent in research on wisdom, 
meaning, and other markers of a well-lived life is 
the fact that these studies are often correlational 
and retrospective. For example, people’s life sto- 
ries are reconstructed in an interview format and 
prone to memory biases (McAdams, 2001), 
making it difficult to really determine and give 
advice on how to develop a meaningful life. Given 
these limitations, a tremendous contribution of 
positive psychology has been the proliferation of 
longitudinal positive intervention studies, in 
which participants incorporate various cognitive 
strategies and behavioral changes into their daily 
lives, with the goal of increasing happiness and 
promoting optimal functioning. Fordyce (1977) 
pioneered this technique by randomly assigning 
a sample of non-depressed college students to 
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one of the following: (1) an insight program, in 
which students read the author's book Human 
Happiness: The Findings of Psychological 
Research, which presented research findings on 
factors related to happiness, and try to apply the 
book's advice to their own lives; (2) the funda- 
mentals program, in which participants were 
asked to apply nine specific pieces of advice on 
happiness (e.g., “become more present-oriented,” 
“become more active,” etc.) to their own lives; 
(3) the activities program, in which participants 
generated their own list of what makes them 
happy and tried to do them every day of the 
study; or (4) a control group. Although measure- 
ment of happiness was rudimentary at the time 
of this study, Fordyce found that the fundamen- 
tals and activities programs increased partici- 
pants’ happiness over the course of the study. 
Although the twenty-odd years following 
Fordyce’s work saw a sharp rise in the number of 
self-help books suggesting techniques on how to 
live a happier life, it was the advent of positive 
psychology that inspired researchers to study 
these techniques empirically. Armed with vali- 
dated measures of happiness and related con- 
structs, recent researchers have begun to establish 
evidence that it is indeed possible to make sus- 
tainable changes to one’s level of happiness 
(Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005). 
Expressive writing is one technique that has 
been tested for its therapeutic nature. Specifically, 
writing about negative life experiences carries a 
variety of benefits, such as improved physical 
and mental health (Pennebaker, & Seagal, 1999; 
Lyubomirsky, Sousa, & Dickerhoof, 2006), pre- 
sumably because participants are gaining closure 
and finding order and meaning in their difficul- 
ties. The results of writing about positive life 
experiences, however, are more mixed. In a vari- 
ation on Pennebaker's paradigm, Burton and 
King (2004) found that writing about a very pos- 
itive life experience for 20 minutes on three con- 
secutive days created immediate increases in 
positive mood relative to controls. Also, this 
activity produced higher instances of physical 
health (as measured by fewer trips to the campus 
health center), even after three months. However, 
Lyubomirsky, Sousa, and Dickerhoof (2006) 
found that writing about positive life experiences 
was actually not as beneficial as thinking and 
reflecting on them. While more research on 
this is needed, Wilson and Gilbert (in press) offer 
a compelling reason for this discrepancy: 
Constructing a logical, ordered narrative about 
a positive experience might “explain it away.” 
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Perhaps it is beneficial to keep positive experi- 
ences slightly mysterious or inexplicable so a 
person continues to dwell on them (Kurtz, 
Wilson, & Gilbert, 2007). 

In another set of studies, Emmons and 
McCullough (2003) empirically tested the old 
adage “count your blessings” by randomly 
assigning participants to either list things they 
were grateful for, list daily hassles, or generate 
downward social comparisons. They found that 
expressing gratitude led to increased mood on 
both a daily and weekly basis. This strategy was 
effective for both undergraduates and adults suf- 
fering from neuromuscular disease. Sheldon and 
Lyubomirsky (2006) also randomly assigned a 
sample of college students to count their bless- 
ings and contrasted this with another activity: 
visualizing one’s “best possible self.” Doing both 
of these activities brought an immediate increase 
in positive affect when compared to a neutral 
condition (“reflect on the details of your day”). 
Moreover, these increases were maintained for 
the duration of the study (four weeks) but only 
when the activities were done regularly. Recent 
research by Lyubomirsky, Dickerhoof, Boehm, 
and Sheldon (2008) examined the effectiveness 
of two similar cognitive strategies: expressing 
optimism and practicing gratitude. College stu- 
dents were randomly assigned to practice one of 
these strategies or a neutral control once a week 
for eight weeks. These exercises significantly 
increased participants’ happiness over the course 
of the study, but they were most beneficial for 
those who were motivated to become happier. 

In what is possibly the most ambitious inter- 
vention study to date, Seligman and colleagues 
(2005) used a Web-based randomized controlled 
trial design to examine the effectiveness of six 
different activities over a six-month period. These 
activities were: paying someone a “gratitude 
visit,” listing three good things that happened 
that day, imagining a time when the participant 
was at his or her best, identifying signature 
strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), trying to 
use signature strengths in a new way, and a pla- 
cebo control in which participants wrote about 
their early memories. Of these six activities, 
using signature strengths and listing three good 
things that happened that day increased happi- 
ness and reduced symptoms of depression over 
the course of the study, and the gratitude visit 
had similar benefits that lasted about a month. 
Not surprisingly, participants’ willingness to 
continue with the activity played a large role in 
the degree to which it was effective. 
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Taken together, then, these studies make a 
fairly convincing argument for the idea that it is 
possible to make sustainable changes in happi- 
ness. However, some questions still remain. For 
instance, these studies ranged in time from sev- 
eral days to six months. It is unclear as to whether 
these activities and cognitive strategies would 
bring happiness over the long term. In fact, it is 
highly possible that these activities might be 
subject to hedonic adaptation (Brickman & 
Campbell, 1971; Wilson & Gilbert, in press). For 
example, counting one’s blessings might lose 
emotional power if the person runs out of bless- 
ings to count over time. Along these lines, once 
the blessings become difficult to generate, the 
activity could actually backfire (Schwarz, 1998). 
Therefore, it is important to examine whether 
these interventions are effective over a long 
period of time. As Lyubomirsky (2008) suggests, 
these happiness-increasing activities might have 
to be varied to continue to be beneficial, but fur- 
ther research should establish exactly how they 
should be varied. 

While research on positive interventions cer- 
tainly gives reason for optimism, one of the next 
steps for positive psychology is to move beyond 
speculation and convincingly determine the fea- 
sibility of these interventions in the long term. 
Also, future research should examine their util- 
ity at various stages in the lifespan. Do they 
work for children? For older people? Impressive 
as Seligman and colleagues’ (2005) intervention 
is, it used a self-selected sample of people with 
Internet access who chose to visit a Web site with 
the goal of improving their happiness. They were 
largely middle-aged and well educated. The other 
interventions above examined mainly college 
students. These interventions might work better 
for certain people than others. More long-term 
studies should examine for whom they are most 
effective, and why. Although Sheldon and 
Lyubomirsky (2006) have found that happiness- 
increasing activities are most effective when 
the person feels a certain degree of “fit,” or self- 
concordant motivation (e.g., extreme introverts 
might feel too uncomfortable to reap the benefits 
of paying someone a gratitude visit), if this 
research is to be truly prescriptive, more focus 
on this notion is needed. Positive interventions 
have also been proposed for the treatment of 
depression and anxiety (Seligman, Rashid, & 
Parks, 2006). Initial assessments of this positive 
psychotherapy, which involves activities similar 
to those described above, suggest that it is 
very effective in reducing the symptoms of 
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anxiety and depression. However, the effects of 
it also need to be examined over longer periods 
of time. 

Furthermore, future research should more 
closely examine the mechanisms through which 
positive interventions are effective. If doing 
random acts of kindness makes people happier, 
exactly why is that? Does it allow people to see 
themselves and kind and thoughtful? Does it 
build social capital and a sense of trust? Does it 
allow people to see just how fortunate they are, 
especially if they choose to help someone in need? 
Because these studies are often done on partici- 
pants’ own time rather than in the lab, assessing 
these processes may be difficult. However, it is 
important to understand exactly why they have 
such benefits. As positive longitudinal interven- 
tions are beginning to be applied in a clinical set- 
ting (Seligman et al., 2006), it is especially critical 
to more fully understand the nature of the pro- 
cesses underlying their apparent success. 


Testing Universality of Positive Psychology 


As is the case with the rest of psychological 
research, most positive psychology research of 
today has been conducted in North America and 
Europe. There is a good reason to suspect that 
some theories and findings of positive psychol- 
ogy do not replicate universally, considering the 
cultural variation found in the related topics 
such as self-esteem (Heine, Lehman, Kitayama, 
& Markus, 1999), happiness (Oishi & Diener, 
2001), and pride (Kitayama, Markus, & Kurokawa, 
2000). First, what is “positive” varies to some 
extent across cultures. In the U.S. today, “pride” 
is considered positive by most. Children are 
taught to “take pride” in their accomplishments, 
for instance. Among East Asians, however, 
“pride” is not considered positive by most (Eid & 
Diener, 2001; Oishi, 2007). It is of course well 
known that Jane Austen used the term “pride” 
and “proud” in a negative light in her Pride and 
Prejudice (1813/1997), suggesting that “pride” 
was not considered positive even in the West 
until much later, and that the positivity of “pride” 
changed over time. 

Similarly, the concept of “happiness” varies 
across cultures and historical periods. As seen in 
Saul Steinberg’s famous New Yorker cover on 
January 17, 1959, happiness has been highly 
associated with prosperity in the U.S.—happiness 
is something you can attain via success in life. 
Implicitly, happiness is conceived as something 
that one can actively pursue in the U.S. today. 
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In contrast, the Chinese characters for happiness 
are as follows: 3#4@. The first character indicates 
feeling happy, but the second character indicates 
luck and fortune. This is partly why East Asians 
are less likely to conceive of happiness as some- 
thing that they can actively pursue; rather, they 
conceive of happiness as something they will feel 
if they are lucky and fortunate. To be sure, the 
Latin origin of happiness is “hap,” which indi- 
cates luck, and historically “happiness” was 
defined in part as “good fortune and luck.” 
Interestingly, however, the 1961 Webster’s 
unabridged dictionary started to denote this defi- 
nition as “archaic.” That is, “happiness” used to 
be defined as “good fortune and luck” in the U.S., 
but not anymore. It is also interesting to note 
that, according to the influential moral philoso- 
pher Martha Nussbaum (1986), Aristotle con- 
ceived eudaimonia (happiness or flourishing in 
life) as vulnerable to external conditions and the 
power of luck and fortune, very much in line 
with current East Asian use of 34%. Indeed, 
Aristotle used eudaimonia interchangeably with 
the Greek word markarion, which means “for- 
tune,” throughout his Ethics (Thomson, 1953). 
This also suggests that the current use of eudai- 
monia in positive psychology (which tends to be 
highly agentic) might not fully reflect Aristotle’s 
concept of eudaimonia. 

It should be noted that several positive psy- 
chologists have already begun to investigate uni- 
versality of their theories. For instance, Park, 
Peterson, and Seligman (2006) collected data 
from 54 nations and showed that the rank-order 
of 24 character strengths is remarkably similar 
across nations. Similarly, Shimai, Otake, Park, 
Peterson, and Seligman (2006) showed that the 
patterns of correlations between character 
strengths and other related constructs were sim- 
ilar in the U.S. and Japan. Also, Otake, Shimai, 
Tanaka-Matsumi, Otsui, and Fredrickson (2006) 
demonstrated that the kindness intervention 
worked well in Japan. These research findings 
provide initial support for universality of charac- 
ter strengths and the effectiveness of the kind- 
ness intervention. However, researchers have 
also found some cultural variation in meaning of 
life. For instance, search for meaning was nega- 
tively associated with presence of meaning and 
life satisfaction in the U.S., whereas it was posi- 
tively associated with presence of meaning and 
life satisfaction in Japan (Steger, Kawabata, 
Shimai, & Otake, 2008). In other words, search 
for meaning is more “positive” in Japan than in 
the U.S. It is important for positive psychologists 
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to continue investigating universality of their 
theories and findings to find true universality of 
and cultural variation in positive psychological 
science (see Norenzayan & Heine, 2005 for a 
specific research approach). 


Moving Forward 


As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, it 
should be reiterated that the positive psychology 
movement has made considerable accomplish- 
ments in both research and practice. Some of the 
findings from positive psychology (e.g., Emmons 
& McCullough, 2003; Lyubomirsky, Sousa, & 
Dickerhoof, 2006; Seligman et al., 2005; Tugade 
& Fredrickson, 2004) are truly inspiring. We 
believe that positive psychology can move even 
further by attending to all six critiques presented 
above: namely, (1) cultivating the link with the 
early generation of positive emotion research, 
(2) cultivating the connection with other positive 
psychology research (e.g., empathy, willpower, 
love, trust, cooperation), (3) recognizing that 
more is not always better, (4) recognizing the 
positive in negative emotions, (5) investigating 
the long-term effect of interventions and identi- 
fying boundary conditions (e.g., “what works for 
whom?”), and (6) testing universality of the the- 
ories. In general, then, we suggest broadening 
our focus by incorporating complementary lines 
of research, considering our intellectual and his- 
torical roots, and acknowledging the cultural 
context of our findings while continuing to pro- 
duce rigorous scientific research. 

Positive psychology has made rapid and 
impressive progress in the past decade and is 


TABLE7.1 Six Recommendations for the Future 
Positive Psychology of Positive Emotion 


1. Cultivate the link with the early generation 
of positive emotion research 

2. Cultivate the connection with other positive 
psychology research (e.g., empathy, will- 
power, love, trust, cooperation) 

3. Recognize that the happier is not always better 

4. Recognize the positive in negative emotions 

5. Investigate the long-term effect of interven- 
tions and identify boundary conditions (e.g., 
“what works for whom?”) 

6. Test universality of the theories (e.g., what is 
“positive” ?) 


10/8/2010 11:49:25 AM 


56 
57 
58 
59 
60 


61 


62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 


oO DOAN OS QI BQN KS 


CHAPTER 7. 


now in the fortunate position to confidently 
suggest ways to put this research into practice to 
create better lives, more productive workplaces, 
and thriving societies. As we move forward, let 
us not forget that “with great power comes great 
responsibility.” Stepping back to objectively 
assess our progress and re-examine our goals is 
but one of the responsibilities of a science that is 
both rigorous and highly prescriptive. 
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The Future of Emotions Research within 


Positive Psychology 


Sara B. Algoe, Barbara L. Fredrickson! and Sy-Miin Chow 


Taking Stock 


The task of taking stock of what’s known about 
positive emotions is made far easier thanks to a 
landmark 2005 review paper published in the 
Psychological Bulletin by Sonja Lyubomirsky, 
Laura King, and Ed Diener. Their painstaking 
meta-analysis of some 300 studies plainly lays 
out the evidence that bears on the question of 
whether positive emotions are merely the pleas- 
ant consequences of good fortune, or whether 
they might also be consequential for creating 
future good fortunes. Culling all relevant empir- 
ical studies on positive emotions, positive affect, 
and happiness, and dividing them based both on 
the life domains they address (e.g., work life, 
social relationships, health) as well as on their 
empirical strength (into cross-sectional, longitu- 
dinal, and experimental studies), these authors 
concluded that although positive emotions cer- 
tainly reflect success in life, they also produce 
success in life. This single paper offers superb 
one-stop shopping to gain appreciation for what's 
known already within positive psychology about 
positive emotions. 
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A clear implication of this work is that— 
whether for individuals or institutions—positive 
emotions are a worthy target of intervention. 
To the extent that positive emotions contribute 
to and cause human success, efforts to cultivate 
positive emotions promise to pay off handsomely 
within people’s work, their relationships, and 
their personal growth more generally. Indeed, 
a chief aim of positive psychology has been 
to develop interventions that reliably raise 
positivity. The most promising approaches 
toward meeting this aim include ritualized grati- 
tude exercises (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; 
Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005; 
Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005), recraft- 
ing one’s daily life to better draw on personal 
strengths (Seligman et al., 2005; Roberts, Dutton, 
Spreitzer, Heaphy, & Quinn, 2005), reflecting on 
or increasing kind actions (Lybomirsky, Sheldon 
et al., 2005; Otake, Shimai, Tanaka-Matsumi, 
Otsui, & Fredrickson, 2006), and mind training 
through meditation practice (Cohn & Fredrickson, 
in press; Davidson et al., 2003; Fredrickson, Cohn, 
Coffey, Pek, & Finkel, 2008; Kabat-Zinn, 1982; 
Teasdale et al., 2000). 
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Positive psychology interventions are often 
framed as ways of increasing happiness. Indeed, 
positive psychology founder Martin Seligman is 
fond of charging applied positive psychologists 
with the mission of increasing the “total tonnage 
of human happiness.” It’s worth noting, how- 
ever, that scientists still debate how to adequately 
define the term “happiness.” Should it be defined 
hedonically, as experienced pleasure (Kahneman, 
1999) and/or satisfaction with life (Diener, Suh, 
Lucas, & Smith, 1999)? Or is it something more? 
Something that concerns meaning and purpose, 
as proponents of the eudaimonic view (Keyes, 
Shmotkin & Ryff, 2002; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff 
& Singer, 1998) have long held? Much as 
Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, and King (2008), we 
view this persistent debate between hedonic and 
eudaimonic perspectives on happiness as distrac- 
tion from fully understanding how key concepts 
within “the good life” interrelate. It’s yet an 
instance in which “both-and” thinking can prof- 
itably supplant “either-or” thinking—happiness 
is both hedonic and eudaimonic. 

Even so, how empirically minded positive psy- 
chologists resolve their view of the happiness 
debate is vital because it shapes the appropriate 
outcome measures for positive psychology inter- 
ventions. Indeed, we believe we should concede 
as futile the search for a definitive understanding 
of the concept of happiness because, in pragmatic 
terms, how you define it depends on the function 
you want it to serve. By analogy, although you 
can certainly cup your two hands together to 
make an impromptu “vessel” to hold a bunch of 
grapes or water from a clear mountain stream, 
this makeshift “vessel” would be unsuitable for 
holding wine at the dinner table. Suitable defini- 
tions depend on the purpose at hand. 


Beyond Happiness 


Ban Scientific Use of the Term “Happiness” 


Long-standing philosophical and scientific 
debates aside, another reason we should be sus- 
picious of the term “happiness” within positive 
psychology is that even in the unlikely event 
that scientists were to agree on its meaning, such 
understanding could hardly compete with all 
multiple meanings of the word “happy” within 
common usage. At times “happy” is used to 
describe a momentary emotional state (as in 
“seeing you smile makes me happy”), yet that 
same feeling is often better described by a more 
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specific term, like joy, relief, gratitude, or love, 
depending on the exact circumstances. People 
also use the word “happy” to describe someone’s 
personality overall, as in the 2008 Mike Leigh 
film Happy-Go-Lucky, reflecting how the pro- 
tagonist typically reacted to life’s ups and downs. 
Still other times, happiness refers to an ultimate 
life goal, as in “I just want to be happy.” Finally, 
happiness is also used to convey simple accep- 
tance, as in “Id be happy to go to the post office 
for you.” Using a single word, like “happiness,” 
in these various ways is not merely confusing; it 
violates the scientific necessity for precision in 
language use. 

The strength of positive psychology rests on 
pulling apart the complex, dynamic processes by 
which momentary positive emotions arise and 
trigger psychological processes that ultimately 
place people on positive trajectories of growth. 
Two classic findings within positive psychology 
are that more frequent positive emotions day to 
day predict (1) being more satisfied with life 
overall (Diener et al, 1999) and (2) living longer 
(e.g., Danner, Snowdon & Friesen, 2001; 
Moskowitz, 2003). While the first finding may 
hardly stop the presses, the links to longevity 
certainly have. The key question, though, is 
how? How do fleeting momentary states like joy, 
gratitude, amusement, and the like contribute to 
overall life satisfaction and longevity? 

The broaden-and-build theory can address 
this vital question about mechanisms 
(Fredrickson, 1998, Fredrickson & Cohn, 2008). 
Ina recent paper entitled “Happiness Unpacked,” 
we take the murky and overused concept of 
“happiness” and unpack it into its constituent 
parts, including momentary positive emotions, 
positive functioning, and life satisfaction (Cohn, 
Fredrickson, Brown, Mikels, & Conway, 2009). 
We then examine statistically how these more 
precisely defined constructs interrelate, looking 
for the underlying structure that characterizes 
the more complex happiness system. As pre- 
dicted by the broaden-and-build theory, we 
found that daily positive emotions predict 
increases in positive functioning, as indexed by 
growth in the psychological resource of ego- 
resilience, which in turn forecasts increases in 
overall life satisfaction (Cohn et al., 2009). We 
observe similar patterns in our experimental 
tests of the effectiveness of the positive psychol- 
ogy intervention of learning meditation skills, 
namely loving-kindness meditation (Fredrickson 
et al., 2008). Daily positive emotions, increased 
by random assignment to the loving-kindness 
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meditation group, produced increases in durable 
personal resources, which in turn produced 
increases in overall life satisfaction (see also 
Cohn & Fredrickson, in press). These data sug- 
gest that to make life itself more satisfying, it’s 
better to focus on the present moment—on what 
activities or thought patterns might spark a posi- 
tive emotion right now—rather than to pursue 
the long-range goal of pursuing “happiness” or 
global satisfaction with life more directly. Positive 
emotions, unquestionably enjoyable in and of 
themselves, also unlock paths of growth that lead 
people to become better versions of themselves. 
By illuminating both the immediate effects of 
positive emotions and their long-range func- 
tions, the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 
1998) bridges the chasm between hedonic and 
eudaimonic approaches to happiness. It exempli- 
fies the “both-and” approach that Kashdan and 
colleagues (2008) call for. 


Specific Emotions Have Specific Effects 


Recently, scientists have begun to put specific 
positive emotional moments under the micro- 
scope, and this work is revealing the rich texture 
that creates the fabric of our positive emotional 
life. Far from being one universal positive emo- 
tion (e.g., happiness or enjoyment), research into 
distinct positive emotions is demonstrating the 
unique ways that various moments of emotional 
positivity may lead to flourishing. In just the last 
decade, research on moments of admiration 
(Algoe & Haidt, 2009), amusement (many of the 
studies referenced in this section employ amuse- 
ment as a comparison condition)’, awe (Shiota, 
Keltner, & Mossman, 2007), compassion (Oveis, 
Horberg, & Keltner, 2010, moral elevation (Algoe 
& Haidt, 2009; Freeman, Aquino, & McFerran, 
2008; Silvers & Haidt, 2008), gratitude (Algoe & 
Haidt, 2009; Algoe, Gable, & Maisel, 2010; Algoe, 
Haidt, & Gable, 2008; Bartlett & DeSteno, 2005; 
Tsang, 2006), interest (Silvia, 2005), joy 
(Agrawal, Menon, & Aaker, 2007; Algoe & Haidt, 
2009; Shiota et al., 2007; Takahashi et al., 2008), 
love (Gonzaga, Turner, Keltner, Campos, & 2006), 
and pride (Aaker & Williams, 1998; Eyal & 
Fishbach, 2006; Oveis et al., 2010; Shiota et al., 
2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004; 2008; Takahashi 
et al., 2008) has demonstrated the unique effects 
of these emotions, compared to other positive 
emotional states, on such diverse aspects of 
emotional experience as appraisals, physiological 
activity, brain activation, nonverbal expression, 
cognitions, motivations, and behaviors. 
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Because an emotional reaction adds to a situa- 
tion to both draw attention and coordinate a 
response to the situation (e.g., Tooby & Cosmides, 
1990), the momentary changes produced by 
these distinct emotions shape subsequent deci- 
sions and interactions in distinct ways. It follows 
that the effects of specific emotions may cascade 
to have downstream consequences. Indeed, as 
one example, our recent prospective studies show 
that the emotion of gratitude is uniquely associ- 
ated with consequential interpersonal outcomes, 
including a benefactor’s time spent hanging out 
with the grateful individual and increased satis- 
faction about the relationship with the grateful 
individual, even after taking into account vari- 
ance shared with other specific positive emotions 
(Algoe et al., 2008; Algoe et al., 2010). 

Whereas emotions scholars long ago made 
empirical distinctions among the negative emo- 
tions, historically, to the extent that empirical 
research included examination of positive emo- 
tions, it tended to treat them as all the same (for 
key early exceptions, see Argyle & Crossland, 
1987; de Rivera, Possell, Verette, & Weiner, 1989; 
and Ellsworth & Smith, 1988); that is, perhaps 
due to the fact that emotions research in its 
infancy focused on expressions, only “happi- 
ness” was often included in a study, alongside 
anger, fear, sadness, or disgust. We are not sug- 
gesting that the manipulations were inappropri- 
ate for their intended purposes. However, the 
rapidly emerging body of work on distinctions 
among positive emotions (which parallels prior 
work on negative emotions) suggests that 
advances to understanding the role of emotions 
in positive psychological processes and outcomes 
will depend on scientists taking seriously the 
diversity of potent emotional moments in every- 
day life, whether positive or negative. 


Negative Emotions Are Relevant to Positive 
Psychology Too 


Alongside other affective scientists (Gottman, 
1994; Schwartz, 1997; Larsen & Prizmic, 2008), 
we suggest that optimal human functioning is 
characterized by experiencing positive and nega- 
tive emotions in a relative balance (Fredrickson 
& Losada, 2005). Notably, no affective scientist 
suggests that positive and negative emotions be 
balanced in a 1-to-1 fashion. Well-documented 
asymmetries between positive and negative 
states make such parity illogical. One such asym- 
metry is the negativity bias (Cacioppo, Gardner, 
& Berntson, 1999; Rozin & Royzman, 2001), or, 
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as Baumeister and colleagues famously put it, 
“bad is stronger than good” (Baumeister, 
Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001). Because 
of the greater potency of negative emotions, pos- 
itive emotions need strength in numbers to etch 
a difference in people's lives. Another, often- 
overlooked asymmetry is the positivity offset, 
the fact the modal human experience is mildly 
positive (Cacioppo et al., 1999; Diener & Diener, 
1996). In tandem, these two asymmetries set the 
stage for the optimal ratio of positive to negative 
emotions to be higher than 1 to 1. Based on math- 
ematical modeling and tested against observed 
data from multiple laboratories, Fredrickson and 
Losada (2005) proposed that a ratio of about 3 to 
1 is the tipping point beyond which humans 
begin to function at optimal levels. 

Positivity ratios above 3 to 1 are wide enough 
to encompass the entire range of human emo- 
tions. Put differently, no emotion needs to be 
forever banished for humans to flourish. Just as 
affective scientists agree that positive and nega- 
tive emotions should not be given equal airtime 
in a 1-to-1 ratio, they also agree that negative 
emotions are vital to optimal human function- 
ing. What this means for the future of positive 
psychology is that negative emotions become the 
new frontier. Whether and how negative emo- 
tions contribute to optimal functioning depends 
not only on how frequently they are experienced 
relative to positive emotions, but also on whether 
they are necessary or gratuitous in a given con- 
text. We need better assessment tools for distin- 
guishing necessary negativity from gratuitous 
negativity. One guiding principle is that neces- 
sary negativity is appropriate to the current cir- 
cumstances in both content and scope, whereas 
gratuitous negativity is disproportionate, often 
overblown or inappropriately seeping into and 
dominating future circumstances (Fredrickson, 
2009), perhaps reflecting what Gottman (1994) 
called an absorbing state. A new frontier for sci- 
entists working in positive psychology will be to 
discover when and how people's strategies for 
acknowledging and expressing their negative 
emotions contribute positively to well-being and 
when they detract from it (e.g., Graham, Huang, 
Clark, & Helgeson, 2008). 


Moving Forward 


Emotions Reside Within and Between People 


What exactly is an emotion? Many affective sci- 
entists bypass tackling this primary question as 
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they proceed to address their own questions. 
There's nothing wrong with that approach so 
long as researchers provide at least some indica- 
tion of their working definition of emotions so 
that others can interpret and situate their 
advances properly. This is a pragmatic approach 
because full agreement simply does not exist on 
the nature and structure of emotions, and we 
imagine areas of disagreement will continue for 
at least another decade (we see this as science at 
its best). One perhaps surprising point of debate 
concerns where emotions reside. That is, to whom 
does a given emotion belong? Most Westerners 
subscribe to the idea that emotions belong to 
individuals—that one person’s interpretation of 
their current circumstances produces in them a 
cascade of responses, including (but not limited 
to) a particular subjective feeling state, changes 
in their heart rates and other physiological sys- 
tems, characteristic facial and bodily movements, 
and urges to think and act in characteristic ways. 
With all these coordinated changes unfolding 
within them, it seems obvious to many that the 
emotion belongs to the person “having” it. It is a 
series of events unfolding within them, that they 
choose to express to others or not. 

However obvious this conception of emotions 
may seem, it's worth underscoring that other 
possible locations of emotion exist. Affective sci- 
entists who study cultural differences have 
pointed out that in more communal or collectiv- 
ist cultures, the notion that an emotion resides 
within a single person seems off-target. Within 
these cultures, emotions are taken to reside 
between and among people, not within individu- 
als. Research shows that within collectivist con- 
texts, emotions not only span the self-other 
boundary but are also taken as a shared and 
objective social reality rather than products of 
the private and subjective inner world of indi- 
viduals (Mesquita, 2001). 

This may be another place where a “both-and” 
perspective becomes more valuable than an 
“either-or” view. Perhaps each cultural norm 
reflects part of the whole, with traditional 
Western science magnifying the within-person 
effects of emotions and cultural psychologists 
amplifying the across-persons effects. The chal- 
lenge for future positive psychologists will be to 
pursue this both-and perspective empirically, 
tracking both the within- and across-persons 
effects rigorously, even simultaneously. Research 
has already documented, for instance, that 
amusement-inspired laughter can shift a person’s 
mindset (e.g., Johnson & Fredrickson, 2005) and 


10/8/2010 11:52:22 AM 


53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 
106 
107 


oO ON DH BQN KS 


Boe Be ee Be Be 
N DO MW RH WN FF OO 


18 


19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 


CHAPTER 8. 


release a cascade of neurochemicals (e.g., Kimata, 
2007) within the person laughing. Yet research 
also shows that certain people who hear that 
other person laugh are more likely to feel posi- 
themselves (Bachorowski & 
Owren, 2001) and, because mirror neurons make 
laughter contagious (Gervais & Wilson, 2005), 
are more likely to themselves laugh (Smoski & 
Bachorowski, 2003). Shared laughter may in 
turn have its own cascade of relational effects, 
including an increased sense of safety and bond- 
edness (Algoe, Kurtz, & Fredrickson, 2009; 
Gervais & Wilson, 2005), as well as ripple effects 
on other observers. It is perhaps more important 
to acknowledge and track this complex cascade of 
intra- and interpersonal events than to debate 
who “owns” the emotion per se. 


tive emotions 


Emotion Specificity, Emotion Families 


What you have read thus far is that there is 
much to be learned about emotions, and how 
they influence our lives, by thinking beyond 
the overarching categorization of “positive” or 
“negative.” One reasonable place to start is to 
consider Ekman’s concept of emotion “families” 
(1992). These are clusters of emotions that 
show similar characteristics and can be con- 
trasted with other clusters of emotions. For 
example, Haidt (2003) has characterized the moral 
emotions into four primary families involving 
“other-praising” (admiration, gratitude, moral 
elevation), “other-condemning” (anger, contempt, 
disgust), “other-suffering” (compassion), and 
“self-conscious” (embarrassment, guilt, shame). 
Drawing on this classification, a recent expedi- 
tion into the “other-praising” family of emotions 
showed distinctions between the “other-prais- 
ing” and the “happiness” family (which was 
characterized by joy or amusement in these 
studies; Algoe & Haidt, 2009). For example, true 
to their name, compared to people in the control 
conditions, participants in the “other-praising” 
emotion conditions wanted to do just that: to 
praise the person who caused their positive emo- 
tion. This has important implications for how 
emotions from the “other-praising” family coor- 
dinate a person’s interaction with the world. 
Indeed, relative to emotions from the “happiness” 
family, participants who experienced emotions 
from the “other-praising” family became focused 
on connecting with other people and seemed to 
see a path to self-improvement, whether it was in 
the domain of morality, relationships, or personal 
accomplishment (Algoe & Haidt, 2009). 
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Decades ago, Alice Isen demonstrated that 
people who are in positive moods are more likely 
to behave prosocially when given the opportunity 
compared to those in neutral control conditions 
(e.g, Isen & Levin, 1972). And now the latest 
research is honing that message to describe the 
optimal conditions under which prosociality may 
occur from positive emotions: experimental evi- 
dence from inductions of the other-praising posi- 
tive emotions of gratitude or elevation shows that 
people who have recently experienced these emo- 
tions, compared to amusement or a different posi- 
tive emotional state, are more likely to enact 
behaviors that will help even a stranger (Bartlett & 
DeSteno, 2005; Freeman et al., 2008; Tsang, 2006). 
Certain clusters of emotions may thus be better 
characterized as having “other-focused” effects. 

Yet, the studies on other-praising emotions 
illustrate a second key point for positive psy- 
chologists to consider as well: even within an 
emotion family, important and useful distinc- 
tions can be made among positive emotions 
(Algoe & Haidt, 2009). A body of evidence is 
amassing to support the proposal that, because 
specific emotions arise from specific patterns of 
appraising a situation, one can predict conse- 
quences from emotions by paying attention to 
the appraisals (i.e., the “appraisal tendency 
theory” of Lerner & Keltner, 2000; 2001; see also 
Lerner & Tiedens, 2006). Indeed, our work on 
other-praising emotions has focused on identify- 
ing the key appraisals underlying the unique 
positive emotions of elevation, admiration, and 
gratitude, and using this information to predict 
the distinct consequences of these positive emo- 
tions, even when compared to each other (Algoe 
& Haidt, 2009; Algoe et al., 2008). 

The bottom line is that more work is needed to 
discover the appraisals central to specific positive 
emotions; some of this work is already underway 
(e.g., Oveis et al., in press; Shiota et al., 2007; 
Silvia, 2005). Understanding the situational 
appraisals that contribute to specific emotions 
will go a long way toward understanding how 
those emotions uniquely coordinate a person’s 
physiological, cognitive, and behavioral response 
to a situation. For example, even other-praising 
emotions have distinct interpersonal effects at 
times, in ways that can be predicted from under- 
standing their underlying appraisals. One study 
showed that people who felt gratitude and were 
given a choice about a future interaction partner 
chose to interact with someone different than 
interaction partners chosen by people who felt 
admiration (Algoe & Haidt, 2009, Study 3), and 
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prospective correlational evidence from a daily 
experience-sampling study with people in 
romantic relationships shows that the emotion 
of gratitude, but not admiration, from interac- 
tions with a romantic partner on a given day pre- 
dicts increases in the participant's and the 
partner's positive feelings about the relationship 
from the prior day (Algoe et al., 2010). Our 
theory suggests that this is because, although 
admiration and gratitude both come from situa- 
tions in which the other person is seen as praise- 
worthy, each has a different focus: admiration is 
about seeing skill or talent, while gratitude is 
about seeing relationship opportunities. 

The themes regarding the negative emotions 
are similar to those in the paragraphs above: 
understanding the causes of specific negative 
emotions helps researchers better understand 
when a negative emotion should be context- 
appropriate and functional, rather than gratu- 
itous and problematic. For example, feeling 
worried when a teenage child does not arrive 
home at the designated time may facilitate 
behaviors that will calm the fear, such as calling 
the child on the phone (who says, “I’m sitting in 
our driveway talking to my friend, who got in a 
fight with her parents today.”) and taking steps 
to prevent the aversive situation in the future 
(“I appreciate that you were helping your friend, 
but please give me a call to let me know next 
time, because I worry about you.”). Of course, 
excessive worry can lead to intrusive parenting, 
whereas lack of context-appropriate worry may 
give the opposite impression to the child. A 
parent who experiences sadness (or neglect) in 
this situation would have a different response 
altogether. New research on the expression of 
negative emotions is an example of important 
research that shows when and why negative 
emotions can be beneficial: In this research, will- 
ingness to express negative emotions was associ- 
ated with better relationship outcomes (e.g., 
eliciting help, greater intimacy) across a variety 
of relationship types (Graham et al., 2008). When 
expressed in the appropriate context (e.g., con- 
cern over an upcoming exam) and to the appro- 
priate people (e.g., friend compared to colleague), 
expressing one’s negative emotions may facili- 
tate the problem-solving that is often required 
from negative emotional experiences. 


Emotions within Relationships 


One critical component of the experience of 
emotion is that the vast majority of emotional 
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moments are caused by the real or imagined 
presence of other people. We are social creatures. 
This makes the social context a key consideration 
for understanding the causes and consequences 
of any given emotion. One way of thinking 
about social context is simply whether the emo- 
tion is appropriate to the situation. As one exam- 
ple, in contrast to common conceptions of pride 
as a vice, Williams and DeSteno (2008) recently 
demonstrated that pride, when experienced in 
the appropriate social context of a group prob- 
lem-solving task, led to the adaptive outcomes of 
more dominance behavior during the task as well 
as higher ratings of liking for the proud individ- 
ual by the other group members. 

Yet social context might also shape expected 
outcomes if an interaction partner is a new or old 
acquaintance. Research on antiphonal laughter 
in dyads makes this point well; antiphonal laughs 
come when one person laughs in close temporal 
proximity to another person’s laugh. Theorizing 
that laughter, as a behavioral manifestation 
of positive emotion, can become a conditioned 
response to the acoustic properties of the laugh 
ofa relationship partner, Smoski and Bachorowski 
(2003) evaluated laughs in different types of 
relationship pairings. First, friendship pairs 
laughed more often than stranger pairs. Second, 
as predicted, their experiment showed that people 
who were better acquainted were more likely to 
laugh in close temporal proximity to the interac- 
tion partner’s laugh. Because hearing a laugh 
vocalizedproduces positiveemotions(Bachorowski 
& Owren, 2001), these findings have implica- 
tions for understanding the role of laughter in 
positive relationship processes. As just one 
example, our own recent research suggests that 
moments of shared laughter—times when inter- 
action partners are simultaneously laughing 
about the same thing—may lay the groundwork 
for feelings of trust and intimacy to advance a 
relationship (Algoe, Kurtz, & Fredrickson, 2010). 
Most research on amusement or humor has 
measured its effects (through videotaped induc- 
tion) on an individual, but this emerging body of 
work suggests that amusement and laughter are 
relevant and perhaps most potent within inter- 
personal contexts. 

Moreover, because emotions are characteristi- 
cally experienced in the midst of this social 
milieu, they necessarily have short-term and 
possibly long-term consequences for interaction 
partners, whether it’s an acquaintance, coworker, 
roommate, friend, romantic partner, or other 
family member. For example, researchers have 
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long known that the experience of stressful 
events (and their associated negative valence) 
can permeate into social life, even spilling over 
from one domain to another context, such as 
work stress to family interaction (e.g., Repetti, 
1989). Perhaps positive emotions permeate life 
as well, with different consequences. Indeed, 
recent work by Waugh and Fredrickson (2006) 
suggests this might be the case. In this study, 
they tested whether positive emotions, by 
expanding people’s awareness (the broaden 
effect), would facilitate more rapid development 
of positive relationships with new roommates. 
Specifically, in a group of first-year college stu- 
dents, they measured positive (and negative) 
emotions at the end of each day for 28 days 
during the first month of school. At the begin- 
ning and end of this time period, they measured 
aspects of the relationship with the new room- 
mate, to find that people experiencing more posi- 
tive emotions demonstrated the largest increases 
in seeing overlap between themselves and their 
new roommates, as well as a more complex under- 
standing of the roommate. This work drew on 
theory about positive emotions to make context- 
specific predictions (i.e., new roommate relation- 
ship) about their benefit to social life. 

Beyond effects of the general categories of pos- 
itive or negative emotions, certain specific emo- 
tions have been proposed to have specific social 
functions; that is, the motives and goals of the 
person experiencing the emotion are proposed to 
center on a specific function, such as remaining 
committed to a romantic partner (i.e., romantic 
love; Gonzaga, Keltner, Londahl, & Smith, 2001; 
Gonzaga et al., 2006) or appeasing social interac- 
tion partners when one has made a social gaffe 
(ie, embarrassment; Keltner & Buswell, 1996). 
Recent research on the emotion of gratitude sug- 
gests that it is a detection-and-response system 
that functions to helps us find, remind, and bind 
ourselves to attentive other individuals (Algoe 
et al., 2008): it helps to build positive relation- 
ships. Using a variety of methods, this line of 
work examines the full interpersonal process 
starting with the provision of a benefit to a recip- 
ient, to the recipient’s appraisal of the situation, 
emotional responses to receiving the benefit, 
change in cognitions about the benefactor, moti- 
vations toward the benefactor, expression of 
emotions to the benefactor, and future relation- 
ship consequences for the recipient and benefac- 
tor (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Algoe et al., 2008; 2010; 
Algoe et al., under review). The novel contribu- 
tions here involve recognition that, in addition to 
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evaluating the properties of the benefit itself 
(i.e., was it a benefit?), a recipient of a benefit 
inherently makes appraisals about the meaning 
of the benefactor’s actions: what does the bene- 
factor think about the nature of our relationship? 
The emotion of gratitude uniquely results when 
the benefactor is appraised as being responsive to 
the particular needs and preferences of the recip- 
ient (i.e, “thoughtful” in common language, 
related to the concept of “perceived responsive- 
ness” in relationship science, Reis, Clark, & 
Holmes, 2004), (Algoe et al., 2008; 2010). In the 
moment of gratitude, thoughts and feelings 
about the new or old acquaintance who provided 
the benefit are refined, which has implications 
for relationship promotion in new friendships or 
romantic relationships. 

The future of research that proposes specific 
social functions for specific emotions, as we see 
it, lies down two primary avenues: (1) study spe- 
cific types of emotional moments within the 
relational contexts in which they are proposed to 
function, including, when possible, studying 
acquainted pairs of people together (i.e., room- 
mates, coworkers, family members, romantic 
partners); (2) study the effects of one person’s 
emotion on the interaction partner, which is to 
ask the obvious question, “Did the emotion have 
the social consequence I hypothesized?” These 
are not easy (or cheap) methodological endeav- 
ors that we propose, nor do we suggest that self- 
report questionnaires from the person feeling 
the emotion are irrelevant to our understanding 
of emotions and their social processes. However, 
we do think data from at least one of the avenues 
suggested above will provide the most convinc- 
ing evidence for advancing our understanding of 
how emotions work in the social world. To the 
extent that emotions are thought to influence 
social interactions and have downstream effect 
on relationships, emotions scholars interested in 
these questions must attend to the theoretical 
and methodological advances in studying such 
interpersonal processes from the literature on 
close relationships (Mashek & Aron, 2004; 
Vangelisti & Perlman, 2006) 


Emotions within Groups 


Functional theories of emotions suggest that 
they originally evolved in the service of group 
living (e.g, Keltner & Haidt, 1999). A closer 
look at theories on the social functions of specific 
emotions makes this clear. For example, the 
social signal that comes from embarrassment 
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(Keltner & Buswell, 1996) helps to alleviate 
discomfort within a group that comes when a 
member has behaved inappropriately; it helps to 
restore equilibrium within the group. Empirical 
evidence for the social function of gratitude sug- 
gests that, in addition to helping us find, remind, 
and bind ourselves to attentive or caring other 
individuals in our lives, it may serve the good of 
the group as well. Specifically, one study exam- 
ined a tradition of gift-giving in sororities: for a 
one-week period, new members of the sorority 
get pampered—showered with gifts—by an 
older member of the sorority, as a way to wel- 
come the new members. In this study, the new 
members recorded the amount of gratitude that 
they felt for each benefit received during the 
week. In line with its proposed social function, 
the averaged gratitude from the week positively 
predicted the extent to which the new member 
said she felt like an integral part of the sorority 
when asked in a follow-up at the end of the week 
(Algoe et al., 2008). Beyond tying people into a 
group, research on other-praising emotions sug- 
gests that social expression of the emotion may 
also help the group’s functioning. Specifically, 
the “praising” motivation associated with the 
other-praising emotions (Algoe & Haidt, 2009) 
helps to draw attention to culturally valued attri- 
butes (e.g., kindness). In addition, expressions of 
thanks may spread good deeds throughout a 
community (with potential snowball effects), in 
part through the emotional response they evoke 
in incidental witnesses (Silvers & Haidt, 2008; 
Freeman et al., 2008). 

Although a thoroughly modern concept rela- 
tive to hunter-gatherer tribes, the concept of 
individual emotions working for the good of the 
group can apply to other organizations beyond 
sororities. If taken seriously, little changes to 
increase the experience of certain positive emo- 
tions within the confines of a corporation or 
other organization may spread through to have 
downstream impact on the entire group. For 
example, Kanov and colleagues discuss the indi- 
vidual through group-level processes that are 
theorized to be associated with the enactment of 
compassion in organizational life (Kanov, Maitlis, 
Worline, Dutton, Frost, Lilius, 2004; see also, 
Dutton, Worline, Frost, & Lilius, 2006; Lilius, 
Worline, Maitlis, Kanov, Dutton, & Frost, 2008). 


Emotions within Cultural Contexts 


Group and cultural contexts also contour the 
ways emotions are experienced (Mesquita, 2001). 
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Cultures shape people’s values and, in doing so, 
they also shape whether or not given events trig- 
ger “good feelings.” For instance, because Asian 
cultures value relational interdependence and 
social engagement to greater degrees, the associa- 
tions between perceived emotional support/ 
friendship and positive emotions are stronger in 
Asian than in Western cultures (Kitayama, 
Mesquita, & Karasawa, 2006; Uchida, Kitayama, 
Mesquita, Reyes, & Morling, 2008). Culture also 
shapes whether and to what degree specific emo- 
tions are valued, with implications for behavior 
(e.g., Tsai, 2007; Tsai, Knutson, & Fung, 2006; 
Tsai, Miao, & Seppala, 2007). Tsai and colleagues, 
for instance, have presented convincing evidence 
that the discrepancy between how people want to 
feel (i.e., ideal affect) and how people actually feel 
accounts for variation in depressive symptoms 
(Tsai et al., 2006). Importantly, this line of research 
shows that ideal affect varies by culture when it 
comes to valuing high arousal positive (HAP, 
valued more in Western cultures) compared to 
low arousal positive (LAP, valued more in Asian 
cultures) affective states. This has implications for 
behavior, because desired emotional states drive 
everyday and seemingly mundane decisions such 
as what to wear, buy, do, or even say at any given 
moment in time. Beyond differences in values, 
cultural and individual histories shape differences 
in global well-being, and by consequence also 
determine the likelihood of whether new experi- 
ences boost good feelings. Recent research docu- 
ments that within Asian cultures, which are low 
in global well-being, the link between daily events 
and daily well-being is stronger than in Western 
cultures, which are higher in global well-being 
(Oishi, Diener, Choi, Kim-Prieto, & Choi, 2007). 

Variations within a given culture must also be 
taken seriously. Within Western samples, for 
instance, women and those who endorse interde- 
pendent self-construals reap more positive emo- 
tional benefits from feeling understood by close 
others (Lun, Kesebir, & Oishi, 2008). The embed- 
ded lesson for positive psychologists is to appre- 
ciate the vital role of cultural values and 
personalized interpretations and appraisals in 
fostering positive emotions and well-being more 
generally. The search for viable and effective 
positive emotion interventions must recognize 
that no activity, event, or circumstance will 
invariably and universally trigger positive emo- 
tional responses in all. Rather, personally forged 
and culturally embedded appraisals of those 
activities, events, and circumstances are the 
levers that activate emotions. 
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Individual Differences 


There are innumerable ways in which individual 
differences might influence the appraisals and 
consequences of emotions, and there is not nearly 
enough space in this chapter to cover those ways. 
For example, we regret that we do not have space 
to discuss exciting new work in the parasympa- 
thetic nervous system (i.e., respiratory sinus 
arrhythmia, known also as RSA; Oveis et al., 
2010; Kok & Fredrickson, in press). Instead, 
we take this opportunity to draw attention to 
two individual differences that we believe hold 
great promise for advancing understanding of 
the role of emotions in positive psychological 
processes. From our perspective, key contribu- 
tions to emotions research from within the realm 
of positive psychology will not come from show- 
ing that people are different in the experience 
and expression of certain emotions, but from 
showing why and with what consequence those 
differences emerge. For example, individual 
differences may play a role in the effectiveness 
of positive emotion interventions (e.g., Froh, 
Kashdan, Ozimkowski, & Miller, 2009; also 
discussed in Kashdan, Mishra, Breen, & Froh, 
2009). 

Active attention to cultivating positive emo- 
tions: Clues from aging research. It has been 
long understood that “bad is stronger than good” 
(Baumeister et al., 2001); in the realm of emo- 
tions, this translates to the conclusion that nega- 
tive emotions are more powerful and carry more 
weight than positive emotions. Given what we 
know about the good that comes from genuine 
positive emotions, this information feels like a 
heavy burden: in light of this pervasive negativ- 
ity bias, how can we capitalize on positive emo- 
tions and tone down the effects of negative 
situations for enhanced well-being? Recent 
research by Carstensen and colleagues suggests 
that we may find clues from older adults. In a 
series of studies, these researchers have discov- 
ered what they term a “positivity effect” in 
older, relative to younger, adults (for review, 
see Carstensen & Mikels, 2005). Whereas 
younger adults (typically college-aged through 
40) attend to and recall negative emotional stim- 
uli more readily than positive emotional stimuli, 
this pattern is reversed in older adults (e.g., aged 
65-90; Charles, Mather, & Carstensen, 2004). 
Why? 

The theory of socioemotional selectivity sug- 
gests that an individual’s goals are related to 
their current temporal context. When one feels 
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that time is running out, attention is directed to 
the most emotionally meaningful aspects of life; 
however, when time is vast, one prepares for the 
future, including acquiring information and 
meeting new people. Given the strong link 
between old age and foreshortened futures, pre- 
dictions from socioemotional selectivity theory 
are manifest through the individual difference of 
age. However, these effects can be reversed with 
experimental manipulation; for example, young 
people led to believe they have a short future 
(Fredrickson & Carstensen, 1990) show patterns 
of responding in line with positivity effects. One 
important lesson here is that older adults appear 
to use strategic self-regulation driven by their 
age-related goals. They actively attend to posi- 
tive emotion-inducing stimuli and actively dis- 
engage from negative emotion-inducing stimuli 
(e.g., Charles & Carstensen, 2008). This line of 
work smashes long-held assumptions about the 
inevitable draw of negative emotions, while 
simultaneously creating a host of questions for 
future research about emotion regulation strate- 
gies, including whether and how they are learned, 
their automaticity, and their impact on health 
and well-being. 

Increased emotional reactivity to specific situa- 
tions: Clues from gene-environment interactions. 
Breakthrough research in genetics demonstrates 
the critical ways in which individual differences 
in gene expression may play a role in emotional 
responses to a given situation. When chronically 
experienced in reaction to similar and recurring 
situations, these emotional responses can have 
myriad cumulative consequences for long-term 
mental and physical health. One example of how 
this might play out for negative emotional reac- 
tivity comes from recent research on a polymor- 
phism of the serotonin transporter gene, 
5-HTTLPR. The gene that encodes the serotonin 
protein (5-HTT) has received much attention 
lately, in part because, through the regulation of 
serotonin, it is hypothesized to be associated 
with anxiety (Lesch et al.). Individual differences 
in 5-HTTLPR reveal the role it plays in emo- 
tional responses to stressful situations. Gunthert 
and colleagues (2007) hypothesized that the gene 
should have differential influence across varying 
situations of everyday life. Indeed, their research 
demonstrates that, on days when people were 
stressed, people with the allele that is less effi- 
cient at transcribing 5-HTT had greater anxiety, 
relative to people with the allele that is more 
efficient at transcribing 5-HTT. Research such as 
this, which considers the specific situations in 
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which the gene is thought to be most relevant 
(here, stressful days), unveils key implications 
for the everyday experience of emotion and 
chronic emotional response styles. 

For future research in emotions within the 
realm of positive psychology, the above approach 
provides a good working model for one way to 
think about and test the circumstances under 
which our genes may work to the advantage of 
our emotional life. The first empirical reports of 
gene-environment interaction related to positive 
emotions are just emerging. For example, Waugh 
and colleagues (2009) found that individual dif- 
ferences in a gene associated with social accep- 
tance predicted variability in positive emotions 
before, during, and after a social stress task. 
Specifically, people with the variant associated 
with high social acceptance had higher reports of 
positive emotions during the stressor task com- 
pared to those with other variants. Drawing on 
the broaden-and-build theory of positive emo- 
tions, to the extent that a person can keep some 
dose of positive emotions in the face of crisis, this 
may help the person weather the storm 
(Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh & Larkin, 2003). 
Research on gene-environment interactions in 
the experience and expression of emotion is a 
wide-open field of inquiry. As merely one specu- 
lative example, if emotion researchers can pair 
their understanding of psychological mecha- 
nisms associated with a given gene (e.g., social 
acceptance) with their understanding of the 
appraisals that underlie specific positive emo- 
tions, they might be able to predict the specific 
situations in which certain individuals will get 
the biggest boost in positive emotions. If so, per- 
haps positive emotion interventions could then 
be tailored to individuals, based on their genetic 
profiles, for maximum effectiveness. 


Biological Measures 


Positive emotions—like all emotions—span both 
mind and body, and so they are true psychophys- 
iological concepts that implicate psychological 
and biological systems in tandem. In the past 
decade or so, as the links between positive emo- 
tions and improved physical health have become 
more firmly established (Richman, Kubzansky, 
Maselko, Kawachi, Choo & Bauer, 2005; Moskowitz, 
2003; Pressman & Cohen, 2005), rising questions 
concern plausible biological mechanisms: What 
are the physiological pathways through which 
positive emotions might contribute to physical 


health? 
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Given the history of psychology, it’s not surpris- 
ing that scientific understanding of the biological 
underpinnings of positive emotions lags behind 
that of negative emotions. In part, this reflects 
that biological measures refined to index nega- 
tive emotions and stress (e.g., cardiovascular 
reactivity, cortisol, wound healing) are often less 
suitable for capturing the salubrious effects of 
positive emotions. That said, these same mea- 
sures can at times reveal the presumably indirect 
effects of positive emotions, as they buffer 
against or undo the adverse effects of stress or 
negative emotional arousal (Fredrickson & 
Levenson, 1998; Fredrickson, Mancuso, Branigan 
& Tugade, 2000; Moskowitz & Epel, 2006; Robles, 
Brooks & Pressman, 2009). 

Discovering the direct biological signatures 
of various positive emotions requires examining 
a wider array of biological systems and fine- 
tuning new emotion-related biological measures. 
For example, whereas cortisol has long been 
taken as a hormonal index of negative emotions 
and stress, new research suggests that increases 
in the hormone progesterone reflect positive 
emotions felt in connection with others (Brown, 
Fredrickson, Wirth, Poulin, Meier, Heaphy, & 
Schultheiss, 2009), as may oxytocin (Holt-Lunstad, 
Birmingham & Light, 2008), each as assayed 
from saliva samples. More generally, the balance 
of anabolic (e.g., oxytocin, DHEA, growth hor- 
mone) to catabolic hormones (e.g., cortisol) may 
reflect the body’s ability to restore homeostasis 
and repair the damaging effects of stress (Bower, 
Epel & Moskowitz, 2009). 

Another promising biological marker, here of 
cumulative emotional experiences over time, is 
leukocyte telomere length. Telomeres are the 
protective caps at the tips of chromosomes, and 
their length has been used to index biological age 
and predict disease risk and longevity (Epel, 
2009). Whereas chronic stress predicts shortened 
telomere length, positive lifestyle interventions 
may actually lengthen telomeres, raising the 
possibility that telomere length may become a 
fruitful biomarker for positive emotion inter- 
ventions intended to alter lifestyle (Epel, 2009). 

The ways that positive emotions alter blood 
flow within specific brain areas is also vital to 
understand and can inspire and test theories 
within positive psychology. Recent {MRI studies, 
for instance, lend support to Fredrickson’s 
broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions. 
Stroke patients with visual neglect, for instance, 
show expanded visual awareness when listening 
to pleasant music, relative to unpleasant or no 
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music, an effect apparently mediated by func- 
tional coupling of emotional and attentional 
brain regions (Soto, Funes, Guzman-Garcia, 
Warbrick, Rotshtein, & Humphreys, 2009). 
Likewise, brain-based measures of breadth of 
visual encoding indicate that induced emotions 
bias early visual inputs, with positive emotions 
increasing and negative emotions decreasing 
field of view (Schmitz, De Rosa, & Anderson, 
2009). With the new Templeton Positive 
Neuroscience Awards on the horizon, we should 
expect to see rapid growth in these areas. 


Dynamic Modeling of Emotions 


In the study of affect and emotions, recent devel- 
opments in dynamic systems modeling (Ford & 
Lerner, 1992) have led to renewed conceptualiza- 
tions of emotions as dynamic processes. This 
stands in stark contrast to models that have 
dominated emotions research in the past two 
decades, one well-known example of which is the 
circumplex model (Watson & Tellegen, 1985; 
Russell, 1980; Feldman Barrett & Russell, 1998). 
Although the circumplex model has been well 
validated using self-reports and, more recently, 
neuroimaging data (Posner et al., 2008), much of 
the empirical support for the model has been 
garnered from factor analytic studies that focus 
on inter-individual difference (e.g., whether indi- 
viduals who are prone to anger also have a higher 
tendency for sadness), as opposed to how different 
emotions covary over time. 

Several key aspects of individual differences 
reside, however, in the dynamics of emotions. 
Previous research has shown that human beings 
tend to focus on duration when making judg- 
ments about sadness, but they are more likely 
to base their ratings of anger on magnitude, or 
so-called peak intensity (Gilboa & Revelle, 1994). 
Davidson (1998) has also argued that individual 
differences in emotion regulation may stem 
from differences in the threshold, peak, or ampli- 
tude associated with certain emotions, as well as 
an individual’s rise time to peak and recovery 
time. Thus, an individual’s overall emotional 
experience is related not only to the magnitude of 
a particular kind of emotion, but also to its dura- 
tion and other temporal characteristics. Such time- 
specific features can help provide key insights 
into the development of psychopathology (Larsen, 
2000) and individual differences in affective 
styles (Davidson, 1998). 

Positive emotions, as mentioned previously, 
can also buffer against or “undo” the impact of 
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negative emotions in our everyday lives 
(Fredrickson et al., 2000). Such effects can often 
be better understood by considering emotions as 
dynamic entities. In a daily diary study involv- 
ing a group of older adults with Parkinson’s dis- 
ease, Chow, Nesselroade, Shifren, and McArdle 
(2004) fitted a dynamic factor model (i.e., a factor 
analysis model with time-based relationships 
among the factors) to the individuals’ self-report 
affect ratings and found that high positive affect 
(PA) from yesterday tended to lower today’s 
negative affect (NA). However, yesterday’s NA 
did not affect today’s PA. Furthermore, positive 
and negative affects, as measured using the 
Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (Watson, 
Lee, & Tellegen, 1988; Watson & Tellegen, 1985), 
became independent as they were originally con- 
ceived by Watson and Tellegen only after the 
lagged relationships within and between PA and 
NA were taken into account. Together, these 
findings indicate that our understanding of emo- 
tional processes may be compromised if suppos- 
edly dynamic processes are represented and 
analyzed as though they do not show any 
changes over time. 

The study of emotions is thus at an exciting 
juncture. Whereas individuals’ emotional expe- 
riences are described as analogous to snapshots, 
states, or, at times, stable traits, the very concept 
of emotion regulation presupposes that some 
sort of process is at work. To this end, Larsen 
(2000) postulated that emotion regulation can be 
conceived as a process through which the dis- 
crepancies between an individual’s desired emo- 
tion state and his/her current emotion state 
are minimized. Larsen used the analogy of a 
“thermostat” to describe such dynamic processes. 
The concept of emotions as thermostats was for- 
mulated into a testable mathematical model by 
Chow, Ram, Boker, Fujita, and Clore (2005) and 
fitted to empirical data within a structural equa- 
tion modeling framework. The thermostat anal- 
ogy raises the intriguing question of whether 
the regulation of “good feelings” operates 
through a fundamentally different mechanism 
than that associated with the regulation of nega- 
tive feelings. In the context of Larsen’s (2000) 
model of an affective thermostat, several 
researchers have suggested that the same homeo- 
static principles can arguably be applied to the 
case of pleasant emotions, thus leading to the 
case of a “happy thermostat” (Erber & Erber, 
2000; see also other commentaries in the same 
issue, e.g., Freitas & Salovey, 2000; Isen, 2000; 
Watson, 2000). 
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Nonlinear Dynamic Models 


The idea of a “happy thermostat” capitalizes heav- 
ily on the need to maintain a certain degree of 
emotional complexity and variability despite 
being in a generally good state. Central to this 
perspective is the view of change, as opposed to 
stability, as one of the goals of emotion regula- 
tion. The emphasis on change is consonant with 
that posited in a model of human flourishing 
adapted by Losada and colleagues (Fredrickson & 
Losada, 2005; Losada & Heaphy, 2004) from the 
famous Lorenz system. The Lorenz equation was 
originally proposed as a way to represent the 
weather system (Lorenz, 1963). Losado and 
colleagues argued that individuals who continue 
to excel and flourish are characterized by a 
“chaotic” behavioral profile. That is, rather than 
settling into a “languished” state, such individu- 
als manifest psychological and behavioral resil- 
ience by constantly striving to change. Such 
resilience is directly attributable to a unique 
feature, referred to as sensitive dependence on 
initial conditions or the “butterfly effect,” mani- 
fested by a special subclass of nonlinear dynamic 
systems known as chaotic systems, of which the 
Lorenz system is a famous special case. This 
refers to the feature that small differences in 
individuals’ starting points (e.g., starting a par- 
ticular day with a sense of hope and optimism vs. 
starting the day with bitterness and hostility) 
can cascade into remarkably discrepant trajecto- 
ries later. 

According to Fredrickson and Losada (2005), 
as an individual's ratio of positive to negative 
emotions reaches the critical tipping point of 
about 3 to 1, the individual’s affective dynamics 
begin to show chaotic patterns that appear to 
repeat themselves (i.e., self-similar) over time; 
yet, their exact values can be very different with 
just slight differences in initial conditions. 
Methodologically, methods for fitting this type 
of nonlinear dynamic model directly to empirical 
data do now exist (Chow, Ferrer, & Nesselroade, 
2007), although much remains to be done to 
make these tools more accessible to a broader 
audience. 

In sum, much can be gained from expanding 
research questions in the field of positive psy- 
chology to better address issues concerning 
change over time, including linear as well as 
nonlinear changes. To benefit from the ideas and 
innovations of dynamic modeling techniques 
(Haken, 1977/83; Thelen, 1989), greater integra- 
tion of theory-driven ideas with existing modeling 
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tools is imperative. Timely solutions to this issue 
include theories and renewed ways of conceptu- 
alizing emotions as nonlinear processes 
(Vallacher & Nowak, 1994), as well as newer 
estimation techniques that allow researchers to 
assess dynamic models within a confirmatory, 
model-fitting framework (Boker, Neale, & 
Rausch, 2008; McArdle & Hamagami, 2001; 
Molenaar & Raijmakers, 1998). Having a more 
clearly articulated framework for translating 
theories of positive psychology into testable 
mathematical or statistical models is a critical 
first step toward achieving this goal. 


Concluding Remarks 


Emotions research and positive psychology are 
poised to have deep and lasting mutual influence 
as these two intertwined specialty areas move 
forward in the coming decade. Indeed, tests of 
basic theory within emotions research—especially 
the long-range consequence of frequent experi- 
ences of certain emotions—can kick up promising 
positive psychology interventions. For instance, 
Fredrickson and colleagues’ recent experimental 
tests of the build effect of positive emotions 
(Fredrickson et al., 2008; Cohn & Fredrickson, in 
press) reveal that mind-training exercises can set 
people on positive trajectories of growth that 
lastingly increase well-being. Likewise, tests of 
positive psychology interventions can kick up 
intriguing questions for basic emotions research- 
ers to address. Why, for instance, does redesign- 
ing one’s daily life to better utilize character 
strengths (e.g., Seligman et al., 2005) produce 
lasting changes in well-being? What emotional 
processes account for those effects? 

As we researchers collectively embark on 
exploring these and other new frontiers, we wish 
to make two final notes of encouragement: First, 
be willing to leave the pack, think outside the 
box, all the while attending to the subtle yet 
recurrent patterns whispered by your data. Keep 
in mind that advances often represent bold and 
risky departures from current understanding. 
They may well be more likely if you adopt a dif- 
ferent vantage point than do others working in 
similar areas. Zoom in to examine a given emo- 
tional process in greater detail than prior 
researchers have examined it. Or zoom out to see 
it in a larger temporal or social context than 
before. Second, be open to capitalize on the rapid 
advances in measurement tools and mathemati- 
cal and statistical models. Armed with these new 
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advances, while maintaining empirical and meth- 
odological rigor, emotion scientists working in 
positive psychology will be better equipped than 
ever before to find practical answers to age-old 
questions about what makes life good. We look 
forward to taking stock, a decade from now, of 
the breakthroughs you've made. 


Notes 


1. The first two authors contributed equally 
to this chapter and author order was decided 
alphabetically. 

2. A review of the studies shows that amuse- 
ment is often used as a comparison condition 
only, and we therefore know much about what 
amusement does not do, relative to other posi- 
tive emotions, but we know very little about 
what it does do. We take up comment on the 
study of amusement again below. 

3. Other research has called out individual 
positive emotions (with no emotion comparison) 
or has compared a positive to a negative, but this 
is just the list of publications that is amassing in 
which the focus of at least one study was to test 
the effects of at least two different positive emo- 
tional states on the same outcome measures in 
the same studies. The list is thorough, but prob- 
ably not quite comprehensive. 
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The Role of Hypo-egoic Self-Processes 
in Optimal Functioning and Subjective 


Well-Being 


Mark R.Leary and Jennifer Guadagno 


The emergence of self-awareness was an impor- 
tant turning point in the psychological develop- 
ment of the human species. Before the hominids 
became capable of conscious, self-relevant thought, 
they lived much like other mammals, responding 
emotionally and behaviorally to the immediate 
demands of their physical and social environ- 
ments with little or no forethought or introspec- 
tion. However once self-awareness permitted 
them to think consciously about who they were 
and what they were doing, our prehuman ances- 
tors became able to regulate their behavior partly 
on the basis of their long-term goals and abstract 
conceptualizations of themselves. Theorists dis- 
agree regarding precisely when and why the 
human capacity for self-awareness evolved (e.g., 
Gallup; 1997; Humphrey, 1982; Jaynes, 1976; Leary 
& Buttermore, 2003; Sedikides & Skowronski, 
2000), but evidence suggests that human beings 
certainly possessed the capacity for self-awareness 
of modern people by at least 60,000 years ago 
at the time of the “cultural big bang” (Leary & 
Buttermore, 2003). 

Self-awareness involves cognitive skills that 
are essential for many of the unique features of 
human life, at both the personal and societal level. 
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The central skill may involve the ability to rep- 
resent oneself cognitively in abstract and sym- 
bolic ways. Being able to think consciously about 
oneself, and particularly being able to create 
a mental analogue of oneself in one’s mind, is 
centrally involved in thinking about and plan- 
ning for the future (Jaynes, 1976; Leary, Estrada, 
& Allen 2009). By imagining themselves in 
the future, people can anticipate future events, 
set goals, imagine the consequences of various 
courses of action, and mentally practice future 
behaviors, thereby allowing them to self-regulate 
on the basis of conscious goals and strategies that 
they conjure in their minds. Of course, the 
mental futures that people imagine are not 
always accurate, but the ability to self-reflect 
allows people the possibility of consciously con- 
trolling their own responses. 

Despite the myriad benefits that self-awareness 
provides human beings over animals that lack a 
self, self-reflection came with some costs that 
undermined people’s well-being (for a review, 
see Leary, 2004). Among other things, the capac- 
ity for self-reflection creates a great deal of per- 
sonal suffering in the form of depression, anxiety, 
anger, envy, and other negative emotions by 
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allowing people to ruminate about the past or 
imagine what might happen to them in the 
future. The self also distorts people’s perceptions 
of the world in self-serving ways, leading them 
to make bad decisions based on biased views of 
themselves. Furthermore, the tendency to think 
about oneself and the world in egocentric and 
egotistical ways blinds people to their own short- 
comings and undermines their relationships with 
others. The ability to self-reflect also underlies a 
great deal of social conflict by leading people to 
separate themselves into ingroups and outgroups 
on the basis of arbitrary self-conceptualizations 
and then to behave selfishly in line with their 
own and their groups’ narrow interests. 


Taking Stock 


Clearly, the capacity for self-awareness has strong 
and pervasive implications for the quality of peo- 
ple’s lives, and people have long recognized that 
certain ways of thinking about oneself in relation 
to the world promote subjective well-being and 
prosocial behavior, whereas other ways compro- 
mise well-being and lead to dysfunctional actions. 
The idea that the self can be a source of personal 
and interpersonal difficulties (and that positive 
states are more likely when people are less self- 
absorbed) can be traced to a number of ancient 
philosophical and spiritual traditions. Vedanta, 
Hinduism, Taoism, Buddhism, Zen, and most 
mystical traditions share the belief that excessive 
self-focus undermines the quality of people’s 
lives, and that quieting the self promotes adaptive 
functioning and well-being in numerous ways. 

Yet, although contemporary psychologists rec- 
ognize some of the problems that are associated 
with an excessive focus on oneself (Baumeister, 
1991; Leary, 2004), little attention has been paid 
to the role of self-processes in positive experience, 
optimal functioning, and behaviors that allow 
people to thrive. This neglect is surprising both 
because the connection between self-awareness 
and optimal experience has been discussed for 
millennia and because social and personality 
psychologists have devoted a great deal of atten- 
tion to the self in recent years (see Baumeister, 
1999; Baumeister & Vohs, 2004; Leary & Tangney, 
2003; Vohs & Finkel, 2006). 

The central theme of this chapter is that many 
phenomena of interest to positive psychology 
share a common feature that involves a particular 
pattern of self-relevant cognitive activity. This 
hypo-egoic state is responsible both for the sense 


09_Sheldon_Chapter-09.indd 136 


® 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


SOCIAL-COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVES 


of well-being that tends to accompany many 
positive psychological experiences (such as flow, 
meditation, and transcendence) and for prosocial 
beliefs and actions in which people behave in 
ways that benefit other people, sometimes at cost 
to themselves. After describing the hypo-egoic 
state, we discuss the role of self-process in five 
phenomena—humility, positive emotions, other- 
oriented states (such as compassion, altruism, 
and love), wisdom, and transcendence. 


Hypo-egoic States and Positive 
Psychological Functioning 


We use the term hypo-egoic to refer to psycho- 
logical states that are characterized by relatively 
little involvement of the self. In their initial 
description of hypo-egoic states, Leary, Adams, 
and Tate (2006; in press) suggested that hypo- 
egoic states are characterized by two primary 
features—a low (as opposed to high) degree of 
self-awareness and highly concrete (as opposed 
to abstract) self-relevant thoughts. When self- 
awareness is low and whatever self-relevant 
thoughts that arise are concrete and present- 
centered, people’s responses are minimally influ- 
enced by their self-relevant thoughts and they 
can be said to be functioning hypo-egoically. 

We elaborate on this model to suggest that the 
degree to which people are operating in a hypo- 
egoic mode in a particular situation is an inverse 
function of three factors: (1) the proportion of 
time that the person is self-aware vs. functioning 
automatically and nonconsciously, (2) the degree 
to which the person’s phenomenal self is indi- 
viduated (i.e., the person conceives him- or her- 
self as similar and connected to rather than 
distinct and separate from other people), and 
(3) the degree to which the person is personally 
invested (or ego-involved) in the outcome of a 
particular situation. Thus, a hypo-egoic state is 
one in which self-awareness is low, the phenom- 
enal self is not highly individuated, and the 
person is not ego-involved. In contrast, an egoic 
state is characterized by high self-awareness, a 
highly abstract and individuated phenomenal 
self, and a high level of ego-involvement. We 
briefly describe each of these features of egoic 
and hypo-egoic states in the following sections. 


Low Self-Awareness 


Although modern human beings are able to 
think consciously about themselves in ways that 
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their prehistoric ancestors could not, they are, in 
fact, self-aware only a portion of the time. Many 
“dual-process” theories suggest that people pos- 
sess two distinct psychological systems that pro- 
cess and respond to information (Bargh, 1997; 
Epstein, 1994). One system deliberately and 
systematically uses conscious thought to weigh 
important considerations, plan in advance how to 
respond, intentionally search for relevant infor- 
mation (instead of responding to whatever is 
there), and intentionally override unwanted 
impulses and emotions. These conscious or con- 
trolled processes, which typically involve self- 
awareness, occur relatively slowly, process 
information serially, and require considerable 
attentional and cognitive resources. 

The second system processes information 
nonconsciously and automatically without 
intentional effort or self-awareness (Bargh & 
Chartrand, 1999). In cases in which behavior is 
effectively controlled by evolved dispositions, 
cognitive scripts, or habits, people can process 
information and respond behaviorally with little 
or no conscious self-thought. Nonconscious pro- 
cessing is much faster than conscious thinking, 
and it can process many pieces of information 
simultaneously using fewer cognitive resources. 
However, nonconscious processing does not 
allow the systematic and careful consideration of 
information, rarely considers the long-term 
implications of one’s actions, and may cause 
people to respond mindlessly to external cues 
without considering important features of the 
situation (Langer, 1989). 

Both modes of information-processing are 
essential. People do not have the cognitive 
resources to reflect consciously on all of their 
choices, but neither can they rely entirely on 
automatic, nonconscious processes because con- 
scious, self-focused deliberation is sometimes 
needed. People alternate between conscious and 
nonconscious processing more or less continu- 
ously, perhaps thousands of times each day. At 
times, however, they temporarily become “stuck” 
in one mode or the other—processing informa- 
tion consciously that ought to be processed 
nonconsciously or responding automatically to 
situations that should be considered deliberately. 
Although people switch back and forth between 
modes, within a given span of time, the propor- 
tion of time that people are thinking consciously 
about themselves versus responding automati- 
cally and nonconsciously varies greatly. Hypo- 
egoic states are more likely when the proportion 
of time that a person is self-aware is low. 
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In many ways, the hypo-egoic state resembles 
the state of “cognitive deconstruction” that arises 
when people eliminate or severely reduce self- 
awareness. According to Baumeister (1991), this 
deconstructed state is characterized by a focus on 
the present moment, attention to one's move- 
ments and sensations rather than emotions and 
higher-level thinking, and reliance on immediate 
rather than long-term goals. These features are 
consistent with a hypo-egoic state in which people 
are not highly self-aware nor consciously thinking 
about or regulating their thoughts and behaviors. 


Nonindividuated Phenomenal Self 


A person’s phenomenal self (Rhodewalt, 1986)-- 
sometimes called the spontaneous or working 
self-concept (Markus & Wurf, 1987; McGuire & 
McGuire, 1981)—is that aspect of his or her con- 
ceptualization of him- or herself of which the 
person is aware at a particular time. A person’s 
overall identity is quite vast, containing self- 
relevant beliefs, descriptions, roles, autobiographical 
information, and other self-relevant representa- 
tions that, if asked, the person would endorse as 
true of him- or herself. Yet, at any given moment, 
people can think about only a very small portion 
of their total self-identity. Thus, in a given situa- 
tion, a person may be thinking only about his or 
her intellectual ability, physical appearance, mem- 
bership in a particular group, or ability to tell 
interesting stories. The particular aspect of the 
person’s identity of which the person is currently 
aware is his or her phenomenal self. 

The attributes that constitute people’s identi- 
ties (and thus their phenomenal selves) vary in 
many ways, but two are central to the distinction 
between egoic and hypo-egoic states. First, aspects 
of people’s self-identities differ in abstractness 
versus concreteness. A student thinking about 
her math ability may be thinking broadly about 
how good she is at math in general (a rather 
abstract conceptualization) or whether she has 
the ability to solve a specific math problem 
(which is more specific). In general, hypo-egoic 
states tend to involve specific rather than abstract 
self-relevant thoughts. 

Second, elements of the phenomenal self differ 
in the degree to which they reflect features that 
make one unusual and different from other 
people (individuated) versus features that reflect 
one’s similarities and connections with others 
(nonindividuated; McGuire, McGuire, Child, & 
Fujioka, 1978). A member of a minority group at 
a professional meeting may think about himself 
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with respect to his minority status (an individu- 
ating feature of his phenomenal self at that 
moment) or as a member of the professional 
organization (a less individuating feature). The 
self-relevant thoughts of people in a hypo-egoic 
state tend to be less individuating than those of 
people in a highly egoic state. 


Ego-involvement 


As used here, ego-involvement refers to the 
degree to which people desire a situation to tran- 
spire in a particular way. People are sometimes 
highly invested in the outcome of a particular 
situation (including the behavior of other people), 
whereas at other times they are less invested in 
how the situation turns out. When people are 
ego-involved, they are focused narrowly on the 
implications of an event for themselves and do 
not take a broader perspective on how the event 
might also affect other people or even on its 
wider implications for themselves in the long 
run. Ego-involvement is characterized by an 
egocentric insistence that events should occur 
the way that the person desires and other consid- 
erations be damned. 

Hypo-egoic states are characterized by a low 
level of ego-involvement. Although people in a 
hypo-egoic state certainly prefer certain out- 
comes rather than others, they do not harbor the 
belief that the situation should transpire the way 
they personally desire. Low ego-involvement 
involves a balanced perspective that considers 
one’s own desires alongside other considerations, 
including the desires of other people. 

In the remainder of the chapter, we examine five 
phenomena of interest to positive psychology— 
humility, positive emotions, other-oriented states 
(such as compassion, altruism, and love), wisdom, 
and transcendence—that appear to share hypo- 
egoic states as a common basis. In each instance, 
people appear more likely to experience the state 
in question (to be humble or other-oriented, 
for example) when self-awareness is low, their 
phenomenal self is not highly individuated, and 
they are not ego-involved in the outcome of the 
situation. 


Humility 


Most people view humility as a positive trait (if 
not a virtue), perceive humble people positively, 
and believe that humility has beneficial out- 
comes in many aspects of life (Exline & Geyer, 
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2004; Rowatt et al., 2006; Vera & Rodriguz- 
Lopez, 2004). Contrary to some connotations of 
the word, humility does not mean that one has 
a low opinion of oneself or regards oneself as 
inferior to other people (Tangney, 2000). Rather, 
humility seems to involve having an accurate 
assessment of one’s characteristics and abilities, 
which necessarily includes a willingness to 
acknowledge one’s limitations (Exline et al., 
2004; Tangney, 2000). Perhaps most importantly, 
although humble people perceive their positive 
characteristics accurately, they keep them in per- 
spective and do not believe that their positive 
characteristics and accomplishments entitle them 
to special treatment by other people. Thus, they 
are not necessarily “modest” in the sense of den- 
igrating themselves but rather downplay the 
importance of their strengths and accomplish- 
ments. Humility also involves open-mindedness 
to new ideas, advice, and perspectives that are 
contrary to one's own. Humble people do not 
believe that they have an inside route to the 
truth, nor do they have the arrogance that they 
are wiser than other people. This tentativeness of 
one’s own beliefs helps to keep the humble per- 
son’s own abilities, achievements, and place in 
the world in perspective. One interesting feature 
of humility is a lack of awareness of or attention 
to one’s own humbleness. Humble people rarely 
appear to know that they are humble. 

Although little empirical evidence exists regard- 
ing the correlates, causes, and effects of humility 
(for reviews of the meager research, see Exline, 
2008, Tangney, 2000, 2002), limited writing and 
speculation on the topic strongly suggest that 
humility operates hypo-egoically. Theorists have 
described humility as a “relative lack of self-focus 
or self-preoccupation” and as a process of becom- 
ing “unselved” (Tangney, 2000). Exline (2008) 
explicitly suggested that humble people have a 
“quiet ego” that is characterized by the realiza- 
tion that one is, in the large scheme of things, no 
better and no worse than other people. Similarly, 
Tangney (2000) posited that a “person who has 
gained a sense of humility is no longer phenom- 
enologically at the center of his or her world” 
(p. 72). Thus, humility is clearly characterized by 
hypo-egoic features of low self-awareness and a 
low degree of individuation. 

Although this hypothesis has not been tested, 
we believe that humble people are also less likely 
to feel personally invested or ego-involved in the 
outcomes of specific situations. Humble people 
are certainly committed to certain outcomes, 
sometimes deeply, but those outcomes tend to be 
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communal rather than individual. Furthermore, 
because they acknowledge their weaknesses and 
see their place in the world, humble people do 
not always anticipate success or expect the world 
to conform to their wishes. 

Some theorists have suggested that humility 
fosters a prosocial perspective, positive interper- 
sonal relationships, and a greater sense of con- 
nection to other people and the larger world 
(Exline, 2008, Tangney, 2000). In our view, how- 
ever, these positive outcomes may not be so much 
consequences of humility as co-effects of having 
a hypo-egoic perspective. When people operate 
hypo-egoically, they are naturally more humble 
but also more capable of recognizing the worth, 
importance, and potential of other people. 


Positive Emotions 


Traditionally, positive emotions have been con- 
ceptualized as reactions to cognitive appraisals 
indicating the presence of environmental benefits 
or opportunities (Smith & Lazarus, 1993). 
Although such appraisals underlie certain posi- 
tive emotions, such as happiness, not all positive 
emotions are evoked by events with clear impli- 
cations for well-being. For example, the positive 
experiences associated with flow, awe, joy, amuse- 
ment, interest, and certain meditative and mysti- 
cal states are less clearly associated with appraisals 
involving obvious benefits and opportunities. 

Many such positive experiences appear to 
occur primarily, if not exclusively, during hypo- 
egoic states. In the case of flow, awe, meditation, 
and mysticism, for example, the individual is in a 
cognitive state in which self-awareness is mini- 
mal and whatever self-thoughts do occur tend to 
focus on concrete aspects of the individual. A 
person entranced by a magnificent sunset, a 
meditator focused on her breathing, and a mystic 
in a blissful transcendent experience are each in 
a hypo-egoic state. Their self-awareness is mini- 
mal (if they have any self-relevant thoughts at 
all), they have lost a sense of having an individu- 
ated phenomenal self (and, in fact, often feel that 
they are part of the event that they are experi- 
encing), and they are so non-ego-involved that 
they could be said to have no goals, engaging in 
the action for its own intrinsic experience. 


Reducing Negative Emotion 


One reason that hypo-egoic states are linked to 
positive affect is that a great deal of emotional 
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distress is generated by self-relevant thoughts 
(Leary, 2004). Even when things are objectively 
going well at the time, people often think them- 
selves into negative emotions. Although self- 
relevant thoughts can induce any negative 
emotion, anxiety is perhaps the most common. In 
a historical look at anxiety among human beings, 
Martin (1999; Martin & Shirk, 2008) suggested 
that the problem of self-induced anxiety became 
particularly pronounced at the time of the agri- 
cultural revolution about 10,000 years ago. Prior 
to the emergence of agriculture, people lived in 
nomadic bands of hunter-gatherer-scavengers, 
living off the land on a day-to-day basis. In such 
an environment, people had little reason to plan 
more than a few days ahead or to think about 
long-term goals or future events. However, after 
they turned to farming, people began to worry 
about the distal future because they exerted 
much of their daily effort on tasks that had 
uncertain outcomes, such as planting and tend- 
ing crops. In addition, as they established perma- 
nent settlements and began to accumulate 
property, people had more reason to worry 
about their personal homes and belongings 
than when, as nomads, they carried their meager 
possessions with them at all times. According to 
Martin’s analysis, the source of a great deal of 
self-induced anxiety lies in mismatch between 
aspects of human psychology that evolved to 
deal with living in an immediate-return envi- 
ronment and the delayed-return nature of 
modern life. 

Given that self-related thoughts can induce 
negative emotion, events that decrease self- 
awareness, and particularly those that create 
hypo-egoic states, naturally lower dysphoria 
(Leary, 2004). In the case of flow, for example, 
people are so intensely focused on and involved in 
what they are doing in the present moment that 
they do not engage in the kinds of self-relevant 
thoughts that cause anxiety and other unpleasant 
emotions (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). 
Deeply concentrating on what one is doing leaves 
little room for self-awareness and, thus, worries 
about one’s own problems or concerns. (Indeed, 
when people are preoccupied with their own wor- 
ries, flow is unlikely to occur.) Furthermore, when 
people are in flow, they are intrinsically moti- 
vated by what they are doing and not invested or 
ego-involved in the outcome. Activities that 
induce flow are inherently rewarding and the 
outcome or end product is “just an excuse for the 
process” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, 
p. 90). When nothing is to be gained from an 
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activity except the experience itself, it is difficult 
to be invested in the outcome. 

Because excessive self-thought is often trou- 
bling, people often seek experiences that lower 
self-awareness. Some ways of escaping the self— 
such as meditation, becoming “lost” in nature or 
a good book, and seeking flow experiences—are 
probably beneficial diversions. Other escapes— 
such as alcohol and drug abuse—create problems 
of their own (Baumeister, 1991). Whether ulti- 
mately adaptive or maladaptive, hypo-egoic 
states often bring relief from self-induced nega- 
tive emotions. 


Broadening and Building 


Fredrickson (1998) has proposed that positive 
emotions are associated with psychological states 
that increase people’s cognitive and behavioral 
capacities. Whereas negative emotions tend to be 
associated with specific action tendencies (such as 
fear being associated with avoiding or escaping 
feared stimuli), Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build 
theory suggests that positive emotions broaden 
people’s immediate repertoire of cognitive and 
behavioral options (so that more possible 
responses come to mind) and build their personal 
resources (e.g., skills, knowledge, social contacts) 
for the future. 

The link between the broaden-and-build pro- 
cess and hypo-egoic states is straightforward. 
People are most likely to be highly egoic (that is, 
demonstrate high self-awareness, individuation, 
and ego-involvement) when they perceive physi- 
cal or social threats to their well-being. When 
under threat, people focus on their own concerns 
and on how to minimize specific negative out- 
comes and, thus, are highly self-focused, indi- 
viduated, and ego-involved. However, when 
people feel safe and negative emotions abate, 
they tend to become less self-focused, individu- 
ated, and ego-involved. As a result, positive emo- 
tions may be associated with a tendency to 
broaden-and-build because positive emotions 
arise in situations in which people are less focused 
on themselves. Put differently, similar situations 
lead to hypo-egoic functioning and to positive 
emotions that promote broadening and building. 


Prosocial Orientations: Compassion, 
Altruism, and Love 


Some theorists maintain that true compassion, 
altruism, and love do not exist because helping 
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and loving behaviors are always beneficial to the 
helper in some way. In most instances, people 
gain social or self-administered rewards for doing 
what is right, avoid social or self-punishments 
from failing to help, or eliminate aversive arousal 
or stress by helping. However, other writers have 
suggested that, although people certainly gain 
personal benefits from helping, these benefits are 
often unintended consequences of reducing 
others’ needs or distress, leaving open the possi- 
bility that the person acted in a selfless way in 
response to another's need (Batson, Ahmad, 
Lishner, & Tsang, 2002). These two positions on 
the nature of altruistic action have been hotly 
debated, and we will not enter the fray here. 
Rather, we will simply note that, whatever their 
initial impetus, positive other-oriented actions 
are more likely when people are in a hypo-egoic 
state. 

People find it difficult to be genuinely inter- 
ested and invested in other people while at the 
same time being preoccupied with their personal 
goals, concerns, feelings, and sense of self. Thus, 
other-oriented phenomena that involve an inter- 
est in and commitment to the happiness, well- 
being, and welfare of other people occur most 
frequently and strongly when people are in a 
hypo-egoic state. Compassion, empathy, kind- 
ness, forgiveness, and prosocial behaviors more 
generally require that people be minimally 
focused on themselves, see themselves as con- 
nected to others, and have a low level of ego- 
involvement in the outcome of the situation. 
When a young man had a seizure and fell 
between the tracks of a subway in New York 
City, a stranger jumped down to save him from 
an oncoming train. We suspect that the moment 
that this person jumped down onto the tracks, 
his preoccupation with his own concerns and 
safety were largely supplanted by a hypo-egoic 
perspective in which his own self-thoughts and 
desires were muted, leading him to respond in a 
prosocial manner at great risk to himself. As 
many theorists have suggested, a primary 
impediment to helping other people are the 
myriad costs and risks that people consider when 
facing another in need (see Latane & Darley, 
1970). Thus, quieting the self can increase proso- 
cial action. 

Similar effects of hypo-egoic states may be 
seen in the nature of people’s close relationships. 
Crocker and Canevello (2008) examined the 
implications of adopting self-image goals versus 
compassionate goals in close friendships. Self- 
image goals are associated with defending and 
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promoting images of oneself that enable people 
to obtain rewards for themselves. Compassionate 
goals, on the other hand, are associated with sup- 
porting and looking out for the well-being of 
others without the explicit intention to gain 
something for oneself. Although self-image and 
compassionate goals differ in a number of ways, 
people who enact compassionate goals appear 
to be less egoic than those who enact self- 
image goals. For example, people who enact 
compassionate goals score lower in public self- 
consciousness—the tendency to think about 
publicly observable aspects of oneself—than 
people whoenact self-image goals. Compassionate 
goal-oriented individuals also appear to have a 
less individuated identity, reporting greater feel- 
ings of connection and closeness with other 
people. Compassionate goals are also linked to a 
lower sense of entitlement and feeling that one 
deserves more than others, which may be related 
to low ego-involvement and less preoccupation 
with the personal implications of outcomes. 

Love has been an incredibly difficult construct 
to define, partly because it seems to manifest in 
many different ways. Yet every definition of love 
suggests that one person has some degree of con- 
cern for the well-being of another; it would be 
difficult to say that one individual truly loved 
another yet had no interest whatsoever in his or 
her welfare. Yet that interest need not be total, 
and it need not be motivated by selfless concern. 
Although specific instances of love differ in 
many ways (see Fehr & Broughton, 2001), one 
important difference among them may involve 
the degree to which the person is operating 
egoically vs. hypo-egoically. The more hypo- 
egoic one’s love—that is, the less self-aware, 
individuated, and ego-involved the lover—the 
more it is focused on and motivated by a concern 
for the other’s well-being. People in hypo-egoic 
love are more agapic and selfless as they focus on 
the significant other and take into account the 
partner’s needs, desires, feelings, and thoughts 
(Hendrick & Hendrick, 1988). Hyper-egoic forms 
of love, in contrast, are characterized by exces- 
sive self-focus, individuation, and ego-involve- 
ment. Thus, although the hyper-egoic person 
does care about the other, that care is rooted in 
the degree to which the other serves the person’s 
personal goals. 

The degree to which people treat themselves 
kindly vs. harshly is also related to hypo-egoic 
functioning. At times people are critical and 
self-punishing, whereas at other times they 
are kind and self-forgiving. Recent research on 
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self-compassion—the tendency to treat oneself 
with kindness and compassion in the face of loss, 
failure, rejection, and other distressing events— 
shows that self-compassion is associated with 
indices of well-being and adaptive functioning 
(Leary, Tate, Adams, Allen, & Hancock, 2007; 
Neff, Hsieh, & Dejitthirat, 2005). Although it 
has not previously been discussed in this way, a 
key feature of self-compassion is a hypo-egoic 
perspective that is associated with not taking 
oneself too seriously. In particular, a main com- 
ponent of self-compassion is the recognition that 
one’s problems, hardships, and traumas are not 
unique. Self-compassionate people understand 
the shared nature of the human condition and 
that everyone suffers (Neff, 2008), which reflects 
a nonindividuated sense of identity. Not only 
does this recognition promote a sense of close- 
ness and connectedness with others, but it also 
leads people to be less judgmental of themselves 
and less invested in personal outcomes (Neff, 
2008). Self-compassionate individuals also tend 
to be mindful in the sense that they observe 
events and their own reactions in a balanced 
manner without excessive judgment or overi- 
dentification, and without getting caught up and 
swept away by negative events (Neff, 2008). This 
self-compassionate mindset is clearly facilitated 
by low levels of self-awareness, individuation, 
and ego-involvement. 

Some readers may have realized that the 
hypo-egoic state bears a resemblance to deindi- 
viduation, which has been associated with anti- 
social rather than prosocial behaviors. Although 
several models of deindividuation have been 
proposed, most suggest that low self-awareness 
(often created by anonymity and the presence of 
arousing situations) and a decrease in individual 
identity are key elements (Mullen, Migdal, & 
Rozell, 2003). Low self-awareness and a deindi- 
viduated identity appear to increase people’s 
responsivity to situational cues and promote a 
loss of normal inhibition of anti-normative 
behavior (see, however, Postmes & Spears, 1998). 
Although hypo-egoic and deindividuated states 
both involve changes in self-awareness and phe- 
nomenal self, they differ in that deindividuation 
seems to involve the loss of a phenomenal self 
(i.e., people stop thinking about themselves as 
people and devote their attention to the immedi- 
ate situation), whereas hypo-egoic state appears 
to involve a nonindividuated phenomenal self. In 
addition, people in a deindividuated state appear 
to be more focused on their goals or outcomes 
than those in a hypo-egoic state. 
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Wisdom, Perspective, and Open-Mindedness 


Wise people have been revered throughout his- 
tory, and wisdom ranks among the highest vir- 
tues in every culture today (Takahashi & Bordia, 
2000). Although wisdom has been conceptual- 
ized in a number of ways, most definitions 
include the ability to take a broad, open, and 
non-egocentric perspective on problems and 
their solutions (Baltes, Gliick, & Kunzmann, 
2002). Maintaining a broad perspective that 
incorporates as many considerations as possible 
requires people to move beyond their own ego- 
centric vantage point, override normal biases 
that distort their interpretations of events in 
self-serving ways, and suspend egoistic motiva- 
tions to reach solutions that benefit them per- 
sonally. In other words, wisdom requires a 
hypo-egoic state that is characterized by low 
self-awareness, a nonindividuated phenomenal 
self, and a low level of ego-involvement. 

Several writers have explicitly suggested that 
wisdom involves the ability to transcend one’s 
narrow perspectives and self-interests. For exam- 
ple, Pascual-Leone (1990) suggested that wisdom 
requires self-transcendence in which people 
move beyond ingrained, conditioned ways of 
thinking. Likewise, Ardelt (2003) suggested that 
one feature of wisdom is the ability to look at the 
world from many points of view with minimum 
intrusion by self-centeredness, subjectivity, and 
projections of one’s own beliefs onto one’s per- 
ceptions. In her words, “wise individuals are also 
selfless; that is, they have transcended the egotis- 
tical self and feel more part of the ocean instead 
of an individual wave” (Ardelt, 2008, pp. 221-222, 
italics in original). Similarly, Webster (2003) 
suggested that one of five central features of 
wisdom involves openness to ideas, values, and 
experiences, “particularly those which may be 
different from one’s own,” and Levenson and his 
colleagues conceptualized wisdom as a develop- 
mental process involving self-transcendence 
(Levenson, Aldwin, & Cupertino, 2001; Levenson 
& Crumpler, 1996). In this context, Le and 
Levenson (2005) defined self-transcendence as 
the “ability to move beyond self-centered con- 
sciousness and to see things as they are with 
clear awareness of human nature and human 
problems ....” (p. 444). 

In two studies, Le and Levenson (2005) exam- 
ined the correlations between self-transcendence, 
as measured by the Adult Self-Transcendence 
Inventory (ASTI; Levenson et al., in press), and 
other attributes that characterize wisdom. 
Results showed that self-transcendence predicted 
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low endorsement of the tendencies to view one- 
self as unique and autonomous as well as a 
de-emphasis on competition, status, and inequal- 
ity in social relationships. Although this finding 
supports our conceptualization of wisdom as 
involving low individuation and ego-involve- 
ment, inspection of items on the ASTI reveals 
that they do not clearly assess self-transcendence. 
Instead, items appear to measure the degree to 
which respondents are less emotional, material- 
istic, contemplative, and concerned with other 
people’s impressions than they were five years 
ago, all of which may reflect processes other than 
self-transcendence; only three of the 10 items 
appear directly related to self-transcendence 
(e.g., “I feel like my individual life is part of a 
larger whole”). Thus, the Le and Levenson stud- 
ies do not reflect directly on the link between the 
self and aspects of wisdom, and research is needed 
that examines the hypo-egoic nature of wisdom 
more clearly and directly. 


Transcendence and Spirituality 


Most religious and spiritual traditions through- 
out history have suggested that egoism and self- 
centeredness interfere with moral behavior and 
spiritual realization, and encourage people to 
avoid selfishness and to treat others as they wish 
to be treated. To our knowledge, no major reli- 
gious or spiritual tradition explicitly admonishes 
its followers to be self-centered, egotistical, self- 
ish, and ego-involved. 

The fact that all religious and spiritual tradi- 
tions encourage people to be hypo-egoic may 
suggest some universal wisdom regarding the 
role of the self in human immorality and misbe- 
havior. Philosophers and spiritual teachers have 
suggested that a great deal of human suffering 
arises from selfish and self-centered actions and 
that counteracting such tendencies makes people 
“good.” Eastern religions (such as Taoism, 
Hinduism, and Buddhism) tend to counteract 
self-centeredness and selfishness through prac- 
tices that quiet the self, such as meditation and 
chanting, whereas the Western religions (such as 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) typically use 
explicit teachings to urge their followers to con- 
trol selfishness and resist temptation through a 
combination of willpower and divine guidance 
(see Leary, 2004, for a comparison of Eastern and 
Western approaches to counteracting the prob- 
lems of the self). In either case, the goal is to 
enhance moral behavior by reducing or overrid- 
ing people’s natural inclination to be selfish. 
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Human nature being what it is, mere religious 
teachings often do little to quiet the self. Indeed, 
many people who claim to be devout are, in fact, 
highly egoic, and many traditions warn their 
adherents that piety may become another vehi- 
cle for self-promotion. For example, Buddhist 
writings hold up as negative example tales of 
competitive self-seeking among monks, and the 
Christian scriptures have stories about the apos- 
tles arguing among themselves about who was 
the best. Religions may promote group-based 
egocentrism and egotism by teaching that their 
religion is the only correct one and that their 
adherents are inherently better than the mis- 
guided devotees of other groups. Believing that 
one is particularly special in the eyes of God 
likely promotes an egoic mindset that includes a 
sense of superiority and entitlement. 

Many spiritual traditions also teach that the 
self stands in the way of transcendent experi- 
ences in which people perceive connections to 
God, the universe, spiritual beings, or other 
planes of existence (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
For example, St. John of the Cross urged spiritual 
seekers to “lose the radical self-centered aware- 
ness of our being, for it is our own self than 
stands in the way of God.” Likewise, Taoist teach- 
ings suggest that people who “live inside their 
egos” cannot perceive the oneness of all things, 
and Hindu teachings suggest that egotism is like 
a veil that creates illusion. 

Whether one accepts the veridicality of tran- 
scendent experiences, there is little doubt that 
they are related to hypo-egoic states. People in a 
hypo-egoic state are probably more likely to 
have a transcendent experience; indeed, tran- 
scendence is often conceptualized as a loss of 
self-awareness (Maslow, 1971). For this reason, 
many traditions offer ways of quieting the self 
so as to enhance spiritual experiences, such as 
meditation, chanting, drumming, or dancing. 
Reciprocally, transcendent experiences also 
appear to make people less egoic. Perceiving a 
transcendent reality is often associated with 
changes in people’s beliefs about the ultimate 
meanings of life, meanings that typically involve 
goodness, selflessness, and/or the oneness of all 
things, features that reflect a hypo-egoic mindset 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 


Moving Forward: Implications for 
Positive Psychology 


As we have seen, many positive psychological states 
appear to arise when people are in a hypo-egoic 
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state characterized by low self-awareness, a non- 
individuated phenomenal self, and a low degree 
of ego-involvement. Not only are such states 
generally subjectively pleasant, but they are also 
associated with prosocial behaviors and can 
sometimes cause long-term positive changes. 
Given the connection between hypo-egoic states 
and such experiences, positive psychology would 
benefit from greater attention to the nature of 
hypo-egoic functioning. In this concluding sec- 
tion, we offer four directions for future work. 

First, the concept of hypo-egoic processes pro- 
vides an integrative framework for thinking 
about many seemingly disparate phenomena in 
positive psychology. As suggested, something 
about lower levels of self-awareness, individua- 
tion, and ego-involvement appear to promote 
aspects of well-being. Hypo-egoic phenomena 
include not only those discussed in this chapter 
but others as well, including forgiveness and 
mercy, open-mindedness, authenticity, prudence, 
gratitude, awe, and elation. Not all positive expe- 
riences entail hypo-egoic functioning, and not all 
hypo-egoic states lead to positive experiences, 
but our review suggests a strong link that 
deserves attention. Given that the hypo-egoic 
state may be involved in an array of positive 
experiences, strengths, and virtues, studying the 
common psychological features of these diverse 
phenomena may shed light on them all. 

Second, the nature of the hypo-egoic state has 
been only broadly described and requires addi- 
tional conceptual and empirical work to under- 
stand its features. Precisely what common 
attentional and cognitive elements underlie the 
positive states discussed here? How and why are 
low self-awareness, a nonindividuated phenom- 
enal self, and low ego-involvement related to 
each other? Are any of these components more 
important than others, and can changes in one be 
compensated for by changes in another? (For 
example, might high self-awareness sustain a 
hypo-egoic state if people are nonindividuated 
and non-ego-involved?) To what extent are the 
phenomena associated with hypo-egoic states 
due to the psychological features of the state that 
we have described as opposed to beliefs that may 
help to induce those states? (For example, does 
believing in the importance of gratitude help to 
facilitate both a hypo-egoic mindset and the 
experience of gratitude?) 

Third, the hypo-egoic construct may be used 
to understand both state-like experiences in a 
particular situation (e.g., forgiveness, altruistic 
behaviors, awe, transcendence) as well as the 
trait-like personal characteristics that have been 
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described as character strengths (e.g., humility, 
open-mindedness, wisdom; Peterson & Seligman, 
2004). As in most psychological phenomena, 
optimal experience is a function of both the char- 
acteristics of the person and the features of the 
present situation (Funder, 2006), and research is 
needed to investigate the individual and com- 
bined effects of both sets of influences. 

Finally, using the hypo-egoic concept as an 
integrative heuristic provides novel ideas regard- 
ing possible ways of promoting well-being and 
optimal functioning at individual, group, and 
community levels. For example, efforts to build 
hypo-egoic character strengths (e.g., humility, 
wisdom, forgiveness) will be enhanced by focus- 
ing specifically on ways to promote people’s 
ability to function hypo-egoically. More reme- 
diatively, efforts to ameliorate nonoptimal 
states—of selfishness, entitlement, prejudice, 
closed-mindedness, injustice, grudge-holding, 
hostility, and so on—may benefit from tech- 
niques that promote hypo-egoic responding. 

In concluding, we should stress that we are not 
suggesting that people should spend their lives 
in hypo-egoic states. In some circumstances, a 
high level of self-awareness may be beneficial, 
pondering how one is different and separate from 
other people may be advantageous, and ego- 
involvement is appropriate. The self presumably 
evolved to facilitate decisions and actions that 
require deliberation, and we would not wish to 
turn it off permanently. However, a cursory look 
at human behavior suggests that people tend to 
err in the direction of egoic responding in which 
they are self-aware, individuated, and ego-involved 
even in situations in which an egoic mindset is 
unnecessary or, worse, dysfunctional. Put differ- 
ently, people are more likely to be unnecessarily 
hyper-egoic than hypo-egoic. People are rarely 
less self-conscious, individuated, or ego-involved 
than they ought to be, whereas excessive self- 
awareness, individuation, and ego-involvement 
are common. Understanding how hypo-egoic 
processes relate to well-being and optimal func- 
tioning is an important goal for the next phase of 
positive psychology. 
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Experiential Processing and the 
Integration of Light and Dark Sides 


of the Human Psyche’ 


Kirk Warren Brown 


“,... just learning to switch thoughts from 
negative to positive is not enough, helpful 
though it may be for the time being. 

A direct insight is needed into the 
moment-to-moment inner drama taking 
place in thought and image.” (Packer, 2007) 


Inviting the Dark Side of the Human Psyche 
into Positive Psychology Research 


Positive psychology research has made consider- 
able progress in describing the terrain of virtues, 
strengths, and resiliency factors (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004) and has begun to show how 
simple exercises and interventions to enhance 
gratitude (e.g., Emmons & McCullough, 2003), 
forgiveness (e.g, Reed & Enright, 2006), and 
other strengths and virtues can enhance positive 
subjective experience and behavior. As an empir- 
ical science, the field of positive psychology is 
still young, and much remains to be done in 
explaining the beneficial effects of positive states 
and traits, and translating such knowledge into 
validated change programs. 
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Perhaps even more challenging for the field-- 
and the topic of the present chapter—will be to 
integrate our knowledge of the adaptive and 
maladaptive sides of human nature into a holis- 
tic understanding that will better promote 
human welfare. From the beginning, positive 
psychology carved out an identity to balance the 
pathology- and disease prevention-focused his- 
toric mainstream of psychology (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), and positive psycholo- 
gists have succeeded in demonstrating that there 
is more to the human psyche than a propensity 
toward pain and suffering. Achieving the prom- 
ise of full-functioning, optimal well-being and 
other goals of positive psychology is a daunting 
but invigorating task, and efforts are progressing 
well along multiple fronts, as this volume attests. 
Yet we will argue that the field of positive psy- 
chology will benefit by expanding beyond a focus 
on positive states and traits, for the fundamental 
reason that the human mind has a basic, ongoing 
vulnerability to suffering. In this chapter we 
present an approach to positive psychology that 
is founded upon an accounting of the full range 
of human cognitive and emotional experience. In 
doing so, we attempt to reframe a primary goal 
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of positive psychology, namely shifting psycho- 
logical experience from negative to positive, and 
instead attempt to show that the fundamental 
human capacity to see how mental states of all 
sorts arise, how they are experienced, and how 
they influence self and others, can enable an 
integration of psychological experience and 
behavior that helps to provide a stable platform 
for well-being (Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007; 
Ekman, Davidson, Ricard, & Wallace, 2005). We 
hope to demonstrate that this approach can open 
up fresh lines of inquiry on positive psychology 
theory and practice. 


Positive Psychology and Human 
Vulnerability to Suffering 


An ultimate goal of most research in positive 
psychology is the formulation of theory and 
methods to enhance positive experience and 
behavior. Many positive psychological change 
efforts take the approach long advocated in cog- 
nitive behavioral and other traditions, which 
concerns the restructuring of thoughts about, 
and evaluations of, self, psychological experience, 
and behavior. Research on positive psychological 
change is still at a nascent stage, but this struc- 
turing approach has demonstrated some effec- 
tiveness (see reviews by Seligman, Steen, Park, 
& Peterson, 2005; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). 
However, there are reasons to suggest that efforts 
to lessen human suffering will be limited by a 
focus on restructuring thoughts, appraisals, and 
behaviors, or by simply shifting attention from 
negative to positive states of mind. These reasons 
concern inherited human tendencies for both 
pleasant and unpleasant subjective states and 
behaviors, a propensity for cognitive and emo- 
tional biases toward negativity, and, finally, the 
fundamental influence of self-awareness in cre- 
ating both positive and negative psychological 
experience. 

Evolutionary psychologists have argued that 
a variety of human psychological states 
and behaviors—both so-called “positive” and 
“negative”—evolved for adaptive purposes. 
While research continues to investigate the spe- 
cific purposes served by such diverse emotions as 
joy and anger, and behaviors as disparate as 
altruism and jealousy, evolutionary theorists are 
in little doubt that states of anger, fear, sadness, 
and other common forms of human suffering 
can serve adaptive ends in appropriate contexts. 
Such theorizing has raised questions about 


10_Sheldon_Chapter-10.indd 148 


® 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


SOCIAL-COGNITIVE PERSPECTIVES 


whether people should strive to be happier than 
they are if a mix of positive and negative emo- 
tions has adaptive value (Diener, 2008). 

Human evolution also appears to have encoded 
psychological biases toward negative perceptions 
andemotions. Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, 
and Vohs (2001) and Rozin and Royzman (2001) 
argue that people place greater importance on 
negative thoughts, emotions, and events than 
their positive counterparts because over evolu- 
tionary time they have offered greater value in 
adapting to various physical and social circum- 
stances. Negativity biases have been demon- 
strated in attention and information processing, 
learning, and memories of non-self-relevant 
events and behaviors (memory tends to be biased 
positively for self-relevant events). Negativity 
biases have also been demonstrated in individu- 
als’ social lives, such as in the formation of atti- 
tudes and impressions (e.g, Shook, Fazio, & 
Vasey, 2007; Peeters & Czapinski, 1990), and 
close relationships. One testament to the power 
of negativity biases in relationships comes from 
research indicating that positive interactions 
should outnumber negative interactions at a 
ratio of five to one for romantic relationships to 
succeed (Gottman, 1994). The way people inter- 
pret social support and threat also appears to be 
biased negatively. Research has shown that 
people perceive larger implications in negative 
social support, such as yelling or criticizing, than 
in positive support, such as complimenting or 
expressing interest (Manne, Taylor, Dougherty 
et al., 1997). Leary, Tambor, Terdal, and Downs 
(1995) found that while positive or no feedback 
led to no significant changes in self-esteem, 
rejection or negative feedback led to significantly 
lower self-esteem. 

For the remainder of this discussion, we focus 
on a third evolved propensity to regularly expe- 
rience both positive and negative psychological 
states that is rooted in what is arguably the very 
capacity that makes us human: an advanced 
capacity for self-awareness. Leary (e.g., 2004; 
2007a) notes that what we typically call the self 
can be deconstructed into several distinct cogni- 
tive processes: the extended self, which permits 
humans to reflect on themselves over psycho- 
logical time; the private self, which allows us to 
think and emote about subjective states of mind 
(memories, intentions, emotions, and so on); and 
the conceptual self, which permits the creation of 
abstract self-characterizations and evaluations 
of those characterizations. As Leary (2004) 
describes, all three forms of self-relevant thought 
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and emotion have proven invaluable for self- 
regulation and other adaptive purposes, but they 
have also contributed to the propensity for 
humans to experience both pleasure and pain, 
both joy and suffering. For example, thinking 
about one's positive characteristics or behavior 
and the self-affirming reasons for them (e.g., 
effort) can induce happiness or contentment, 
while thinking about one's negative traits or 
actions and self-denigrating causes for them 
(e.g., lack of ability) can lead to a variety of aver- 
sive emotions. The range of emotions associated 
with the operation of personal identity is also 
seen when people symbolically identify them- 
selves with the vicissitudes of their relationships 
and social groups. 

These functional aspects of self-awareness 
that make up the ego identity are fundamental to 
the pursuit of happiness. Most lay and scientific 
approaches to psychological change are focused 
on self-improvement—that is, on regulating 
cognitions, emotions, and behaviors that the 
capacities for self-awareness permit a person to 
determine are desirable and undesirable, allow- 
ing the formulation of images of a “better 
person” toward which he or she can strive. 
Following the historic lead of mainstream psy- 
chology, the approach to optimal well-being 
taken by researchers and clinicians informed by 
positive psychology is one in which success in 
the pursuit of happiness is defined as the relative 
preponderance of desirable thoughts, emotions, 
and behaviors over undesirable ones. However, 
we suggest that there is another layer to the 
question of optimal well-being, one that does not 
depend on finding the best mix of thoughts, emo- 
tions, or behaviors, or on the need to regularly 
rebalance them to accommodate the ever-changing 
imperatives of evolution or circumstances that can 
impact a sense of well-being. 

In accord with Hayes et al. (1999) and others 
(e.g., Segal, Teasdale, & Williams, 2002), we sug- 
gest that focusing well-being efforts upon mental 
content—particular thoughts, emotions, and so 
on—is inherently problematic because it implies 
a perpetual polarity between desirable and unde- 
sirable, or positive and negative experience, and 
the necessary ongoing shoring up, defense, and 
extension of the self and its experience that 
follows from this polarization of experience. That 
is, when rooted in self-striving, in which there 
are psychological experiences to gain, to main- 
tain, and to be rid of, the individual has an inher- 
ent vulnerability to discontent, anxiety, sadness, 
and other forms of suffering. For example, stress 
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frequently accompanies ego-involved goal striv- 
ing (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000), and sadness, frus- 
tration, and other forms of unhappiness often 
result from failing to attain a desirable state of 
mind or life circumstances (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 
1998). Even more fundamental, Hayes et al. 
(1999) argue, is the fact that identification with 
“positive” experience implies the threat of “neg- 
ative” experience. So, for example, when a person 
identifies him/herself as happy, the possibility of 
unhappiness, and a sense of unease that accom- 
panies it, always lurks in the background. Further, 
the polarization of “good” and “bad” thoughts, 
emotions, memories, and so on can lead to a psy- 
chological battle of good against bad mental con- 
tent, a battle that is, of course, fought against 
oneself in the service of self-image. 


Experiential Processing and the 
Contextualization of the Ego Identity 


If investment in ego identity is a problematic 
basis for happiness, what is the alternative? The 
proposition may appear quixotic, given the 
deeply entrenched, pervasively influential nature 
of identity. But there are two reasons to enter- 
tain the possibility. First, the common perception 
of the ego identity as a real, substantial phenom- 
enon is, from a scientific perspective, an illusion 
and is rather a mental model that appears to be 
an emergent property of the mind/brain 
(Metzinger, 2003), formed from ongoing life 
experiences and cognitive elaborations on those 
experiences, and inseparable from the larger 
social and cultural contexts in which it is formed 
and continually operates (even in individualistic 
societies) (e.g., Waldron, 2003). The second 
reason to question the hegemony of the ego 
identity is that the human mind appears able to 
dissociate from the self-focused, narrative pro- 
cessing of the ego identity—that is, to observe 
and thereby contextualize its functioning, so 
that well-being conducive choices can be made 
from a wider perspective than identity-based 
functioning allows. 

Theorists informed by both Buddhist and 
organismic psychologies (e.g., Hayes et al., 1999; 
Leary, 2004; Ryan, 1993) argue that through this 
capacity to be aware of thought patterns, emo- 
tional reactions, desires, and behavioral tenden- 
cies, the automatic flow of self-representations can 
be interrupted, their constructed nature seen more 
clearly, and responses can be made more volition- 
ally rather than in reaction to identity-based 
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productions (Rabinowitz, 2006). This view argues 
for the value of an observant stance on our 
experience—a self-as-knower, not as an agent 
of reflexive cognition, in which attention simply 
informs thought about the self (e.g., Duval & 
Wickland, 1972), but rather as an inner witness 
or observing self (Deikman, 1982). In this 
observant or experiential mode of processing 
(e.g., Teasdale, 1999), attention is focused on the 
concrete facts themselves, and the contents of 
consciousness—including self-relevant thoughts, 
images, and identities—and one’s overt behavior 
are on display. By prolonging bare, or non- 
reflexive attention to phenomena, experiential 
processing permits the individual to “be present” 
to sensory or subjective phenomena as they are, 
rather than to process them through conceptual 
filters that derive self-relevant meaning from 
those phenomena. In this mode, even the usual 
psychological reactions that can occur when 
attention is engaged—thoughts, images, verbal- 
izations, emotions, impulses to act, and so on— 
are observed as part of the ongoing stream of 
consciousness. 

One conceptualization of this mode of process- 
ing is mindfulness, a receptive attention to inter- 
nal and external stimuli in the present (e.g., 
Brown & Ryan, 2003). In an experiential-mindful 
mode of processing, internal and external events 
and occurrences are simply “seen” as phenomena, 
“rather than as the objects of a conceptually con- 
structed world” (Olendzki, 2005, p. 253). Bringing 
such open, receptive attention to bear on experi- 
ence may permit a clearer recognition that self- 
representations are simply mental concepts; that 
is, in observing that thoughts and emotions come 
and go, memories arise and replace each other, 
desires emerge, develop, change, and vanish, and 
so on, the ego and its striving after “more, better, 
different” may become less substantial and 
engrossing, allowing for dis-identification with 
it. In other words, when the functioning of the 
egoic self can be observed, then one is clearly not 
limited to its functioning. 

Evidence for this disentangling of experiential 
and self-focused processing comes from recent 
brain imaging research. Researchers have identi- 
fied neural regions, particularly in the medial 
prefrontal cortex (mPFC), associated with self- 
focused processing (Gusnard, Akbudak, Shulman, 
& Raichle, 2001; Lieberman, 2010). Way, Creswell, 
Eissenberg, and Lieberman (2010) found that 
individuals higher in dispositional mindfulness 
showed lower levels of activation in these regions 
at rest, suggesting a lower self-identification of 
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thoughts and emotions in these individuals. Farb 
etal. (2007) further showed that individuals trained 
in mindfulness showed pervasive reductions in 
mPFC regions associated with self-focused pro- 
cessing, as well as increased engagement of neural 
regions (e.g., insula) associated with present- 
oriented, experiential processing. One theorized 
implication of such experiential-mindful pro- 
cessing is an immediacy of contact with events 
as they occur, without the dominance of self- 
focused evaluations, desires, and demands. Here, 
consciousness takes on a clarity and freshness 
that reduces reactivity and permits more fully 
informed responses that can subserve well-being. 
Evidence for this claim is discussed in the follow- 
ing sections. 


Mindfulness and Positive Cognitive and 
Emotional Relations 


There are several reasons why the receptive 
attention that characterizes mindfulness should 
foster well-being, all of which center on the 
experiential nature of this manner of processing. 
First, because mindfulness involves a disengage- 
ment from habitually evaluative conceptual pro- 
cessing, mindfulness should conduce to more 
balanced affective states. That is, it should be 
related to less unpleasant affect and perhaps less 
pleasant affect as well, although a freshness and 
immediacy of contact with experience may in 
some circumstances add a pleasant affective over- 
lay to it (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Csikszentmihalyi, 
1990; Deci & Ryan, 1985). Second, with the 
clearer, objective perception that mindfulness is 
thought to afford, potentially challenging or 
threatening events and experiences are less likely 
to be distorted by cognitive biases or misinter- 
pretations that can generate unpleasant emo- 
tional responses. So, for example, the instance of 
a friend turning away from one can simply be 
“seen” as is, rather than anxiously construed as 
rejection. A selfish or uncaring thought can be 
observed as it is—a thought—rather than taken 
as depressing evidence of one’s self-improvement 
failure (cf., Claxton, 1999). Thus, this movement 
of the “cursor of consciousness” (Claxton, 1999) 
back to a more immediate, less elaborated state 
should not only help to diminish unpleasant 
affective experience but also inhibit emotional 
reactivity to self-discordant or otherwise threat- 
ening stimuli. Third, quality of attention is 
known to influence emotion regulatory out- 
comes (e.g., Gross & Thompson, 2007). Because 
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mindfulness concerns a sustained, open atten- 
tiveness to internal and external phenomena as 
they are, it should discourage maladaptive emo- 
tion regulatory tendencies like rumination and 
thought suppression—which involve cognitive 
entanglement—and also encourage a voluntary 
exposure to unpleasant or threatening events 
and experiences that has been shown to promote 
adaptive emotion regulation and well-being (e.g., 
Felder, Zvolensky, Eifert, & Spira, 2003; Levitt 
et al., 2004; Sloan, 2004). 

More broadly, a receptive attention to both 
pleasant and unpleasant experience is thought to 
facilitate a more deeply informed selection of 
behaviors that are consistent with one’s needs, 
values, and interests that can subserve well- 
being (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Deci & Ryan, 1980). 
Consistent with this view, cognitive theorists 
have long highlighted the importance of open 
attention to the self and its habits, propensities, 
and concerns as a means to gather objective 
information on behavior and subjective experi- 
ence as a first step in making health- and well- 
being enhancing behavior changes (e.g., Martin, 
1997; Safran & Segal, 1990). 

The empirical evidence that mindfulness sup- 
ports well-being comes from the use of both cor- 
relational (cross-sectional, experience-sampling) 
and experimental (laboratory inductions, clinical 
intervention) methods. There are recent reviews 
of this evidence (Brown & Cordon, 2009; Brown 
et al., 2007), so it will be treated briefly here. We 
then focus on evidence that mindfulness can act 
as a resilience factor, helping to counter the 
inherent vulnerability to suffering that arises 
when the ego identity is under threat. 

Dispositional, self-report measures of mind- 
fulness, which generally reflect a tendency to 
abide in mindful states over time, have been 
associated with higher pleasant affect, lower 
unpleasant affect, and lower levels of emotional 
disturbance (e.g., depressive symptoms, anxiety, 
and stress), along with other, related mental 
health indicators including satisfaction with life 
and eudaimonic well-being (e.g., vitality, self- 
actualization) (e.g, Brown & Ryan, 2003). 
Mindfulness has also been associated with higher 
extroversion and lower neuroticism, global per- 
sonality traits that support subjective well-being 
(Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). Both trait- 
based and state-based research using experience- 
sampling and other longitudinal methods (e.g., 
Brown & Ryan, 2003; Weinstein, Brown, & 
Ryan, 2009) indicate that those higher in dispo- 
sitional and state mindfulness experience higher 
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pleasant affect and significantly less unpleasant 
affective experience on a day-to-day basis. 

Experimental research using mindfulness 
induction exercises has also been conducted to 
examine effects on well-being relevant outcomes. 
Such inductions are designed to facilitate an 
observant stance toward ongoing events and 
experience so that present realities can be seen 
clearly and without cognitive interference. These 
inductions typically guide individuals through 
instructions designed to bring attention to, and 
deepen awareness of, moment-to-moment phys- 
ical, emotional, and cognitive experiences. Such 
research has found that when in an induced 
mindful state, individuals report more positive 
motivational and emotional responses to a task, 
relative to those in distraction and control condi- 
tions (Brown, 2006), and have been found to 
react less intensely to emotionally provocative 
stimuli (Arch & Craske, 2006). Corroborating 
this evidence outside the laboratory, Michalak, 
Heidenreich, Meibert, and Schulte (2008) found 
that dispositional mindfulness, assessed by the 
Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS; 
Brown & Ryan, 2003) served as a protective 
factor against forms of emotional provocation 
that could trigger relapse in those with major 
depressive disorder. 

Mindfulness and mindfulness-related skills 
have also been associated with more adaptive 
emotion regulation, reflected in less frequent use 
of thought suppression, rumination, impulsivity, 
and passivity, all maladaptive forms of regula- 
tion linked with poorer mental health (e.g., 
Brown & Ryan, 2003; Chambers, Lo, & Allen, 
2008; McKee, Zvolensky, Solomon, Bernstein, & 
Leen-Feldner, 2007; Shapiro, Brown, & Biegel, 
2007; Wupperman, Neumann, & Axelrod, 2008). 
Conversely, mindfulness has been positively 
associated with adaptive regulatory strategies, 
including acceptance and letting go of negative 
thoughts (e.g, Brown & Ryan, 2003; Frewen, 
Evans, Maraj, Dozois, & Partridge, 2008). The 
adaptive nature of acceptance is consistent with 
the notion that it is sometimes more adaptive to 
experience or express an emotion than to alter its 
trajectory (Barrett & Gross, 2001). There is also 
indication that induced mindful states promote 
quicker recovery from emotional upsets (sadness) 
relative to distraction and rumination (Broderick, 
2005; Brown, Broderick, & Williams, 2007). The 
lower reactivity found by Arch and Craske (2006), 
combined with evidence for quicker recovery 
from sad moods, suggests that mindfulness pro- 
motes more effective emotion regulation, which 
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may help to explain the more positive emotional 
states associated with mindfulness. In turn, this 
research also offers support for a variety of theo- 
ries emphasizing the importance of attentional 
sensitivity to psychological and other cues for 
self-regulated functioning (e.g., Baumeister, 
Heatherton & Tice, 1994; Carver & Scheier, 1998; 
Deci & Ryan, 1985). 

In sum, a growing body of research suggests 
that mindfulness is associated with a variety of 
affective and cognitive indicators of well-being, 
while also helping to foster well-being supportive 
forms of emotion regulation. However, we have 
argued that a fully informed positive psychology 
will be one that points to capacities for whole- 
ness that are not dependent on desirable experi- 
ences and circumstances. A primary means to 
test the efficacy of such capacities is to examine 
responses to challenging or threatening experi- 
ences. Responses to such experiences are often 
shaped by inborn and conditioned patterns 
reflected in automatic, habitual, or impulsive 
reactions that may, but do not always, serve 
adaptive ends. For example, few would argue that 
angry shouting in response to a perceived insult 
is adaptive. With some exceptions, as in work on 
forgiveness (e.g., Root & McCullough, 2007), 
self-compassion (Leary, Tate, Adams, Batts Allen, 
& Hancock, 2007; Neff & Vonk, 2009), and 
attachment quality (Mikulincer & Florian, 2000), 
positive psychology theory and research has yet 
to address adaptive responses to aversive events 
and experiences that threaten the self, and in 
particular the ego identity. We and others have 
theorized that the fuller awareness afforded by 
mindfulness facilitates more flexible, adaptive 
responses to such threats and helps to minimize 
automatic, habitual, or impulsive reactions 
(Bishop et al., 2004; Brown et al., 2007; Ryan & 
Deci, 2004). 


Mindfulness and Adaptive Responses 
to Ego Threats 


To date, evidence for the adaptive nature of 
mindfulness in response to ego threats comes 
from research on social interactions. It is common 
that in real or imagined interactions, self-related 
thoughts and feelings are engaged and then feed 
back to influence how individuals behave. In this 
way, social exchanges can be viewed as interac- 
tions between the self-representations of those 
individuals, in which each person’s perceptions, 
reactions, and responses to the other are filtered 
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through and mediated by his or her internalized 
views of self and other (Leary, 2002). Also common 
is that when the self is threatened in social 
exchanges, people respond in defensive ways. 

We have proposed (Brown et al., 2008) that 
the sustained, receptive attention characterizing 
mindfulness may facilitate non-defensive pro- 
cessing of threatening experience, leading to 
desensitization and a reduction in emotional reac- 
tivity, a greater tolerance of unpleasant states and, 
consequently, more adaptive responding in social 
and other situations where self-representations 
are under threat. Mindfulness is also thought to 
foster acceptance, not in the form of passive res- 
ignation, but as a willingness to face cognitively 
or emotionally challenging events and experi- 
ences as they are, without seeking to escape or 
avoid them. Thus, more mindful individuals 
should show lower levels of anger, anxiety, and 
other emotional responses in social threat situa- 
tions that represent a disengagement from the 
“urgencies of risk assessment” (Allen & Knight, 
2005, p. 250) and should manifest cognitive and 
behavioral responses reflecting greater tolerance, 
less judgment (including censorship, condemna- 
tion, and exclusion), and generally less concern 
for the status of personal identity in social threat 
contexts. In the remainder of this chapter, we 
review nascent evidence that mindfulness sup- 
ports non-defensive processing in three spheres 
of social interactions where identity is com- 
monly threatened: romantic relationship conflict, 
social evaluative threat, and worldview rejection 
by out-group members. 

Romantic relationship conflict. A primary basis 
for identity is a presumed dichotomy between 
self and not-self that, at the interpersonal level, 
is reflected in images of self, other, and the rela- 
tionship, developed from learning experiences 
and memories of how one was viewed and treated 
by the other, how one adjusted one’s behavior to 
maximize reward and minimize punishment, and 
so on (Rabinowitz, 2006). These mental represen- 
tations of self and other can color the perception 
and interpretation of past events and present 
interactions (Leary, 2002), perhaps most strongly 
when images of self and “my” relationship are 
threatened by conflict. In such circumstances, 
self-protective strategies, including avoidance, 
withdrawal, or aggression, may be invoked to 
minimize personal hurt, threats to self-esteem, 
and loss of power (Epstein & Baucom, 2003). 
When the identity is engaged in this way, 
direct, unmediated contact with the other is 
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Romantic relationships are a primary arena in 
which the engagement of images of self and 
other can have detrimental effects. The invest- 
ment of self in the partner and the relationship, 
coupled with an attachment to seeing the rela- 
tionship unfold in particular ways, represents 
psychological tinder for couple conflict. However, 
mindfulness may have value in couple conflict 
situations through processes that reflect an abey- 
ance of the ego. For example, the receptive atten- 
tiveness that defines mindfulness may promote a 
greater ability or willingness to take interest in a 
partner’s thoughts, emotions, and welfare, and 
thereby to be less invested in one’s own reac- 
tions. Boorstein (1996) has argued that mindful- 
ness promotes an ability to witness thoughts and 
emotions so as not to react impulsively and 
destructively to them. Through a willingness to 
contact experience directly rather than defend 
against it, mindfulness may promote attune- 
ment, connection, and closeness in relationships 
(e.g., Welwood, 1996). 

Barnes, Brown, Krusemark, Campbell, and 
Rogge (2007) conducted two studies to examine 
the role of mindfulness in romantic relationship 
functioning, with a particular interest in examin- 
ing how this quality of consciousness could affect 
responses to relationship stress. In an initial, 
10-week longitudinal study with dating college 
students, the authors found that higher mindful- 
ness, as assessed with the MAAS, predicted more 
accommodation, a self-reported willingness to 
inhibit tendencies to act destructively, and instead 
to respond constructively, when the romantic 
partner had acted in a way that was potentially 
destructive to the relationship (Rusbult, Verette, 
Whitney, Slovik & Lipkus, 1991). 

In a second study, Barnes et al. (2007) tested 
whether mindfulness would predict more adap- 
tive cognitive, affective, and behavioral responses 
in the heat of a relationship conflict. Using a con- 
flict discussion paradigm (Gottman, Coan, Carrere, 
& Swanson, 1998), steadily dating heterosexual 
partners discussed the top one or two most con- 
flictual issues in their relationship. For both mem- 
bers of the couple, dispositional MAAS scores 
predicted lower emotional stress reactions— 
hostility and anxiety—to the conflict, and these 
effects were explained by lower hostility and 
anxiety, respectively, measured upon entry into 
the discussion. These results showed that rather 
than simply buffering the effects of emotional 
reactions during conflict, mindfulness helped to 
inoculate individuals against the arising of those 
reactions. The capacity of mindfulness to inhibit 
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reactivity to conflict was also evident in the cogni- 
tive judgments that each partner made; those 
higher in trait mindfulness showed a more positive 
(or less negative) pre-post conflict change in their 
perception of the partner and the relationship. 
Finally, the study also supported the importance 
of a mindful state in challenging exchanges, in 
that higher reported mindfulness during the 
conflict discussion was related to several indica- 
tors of better communication quality, as assessed 
by objective raters. 

These studies lend support to the notion that 
mindfulness can enhance adaptive functioning 
in romantic relationships (cf., Carson, Carson, 
Gil, & Baucom, 2004) and suggest that one means 
by which it does so is by facilitating a greater 
willingness to be experientially present to a part- 
ner when challenged in ways that could provoke 
identity defense. 

Social exclusion. Another interpersonal situa- 
tion that presents significant identity challenges 
is social exclusion. As social creatures, humans 
have an inherent need to belong (e.g., Deci & 
Ryan, 1991) and are highly motivated to avoid 
social demotions and exclusions (e.g., Allen & 
Knight, 2005; Leary, 2004). The perception that 
one has been rejected, even by strangers, can 
quickly provoke psychological distress (e.g., 
Leary, 2004). Identity, as already noted, is 
strongly influenced by the opinions and reac- 
tions of others, and negative evaluative reactions 
to rejection occur because the individual’s sense 
of self-worth is invested in, or contingent upon, 
validation by others. However, with the capacity 
to recognize the identity as a construction, events 
like rejection that impinge upon it may be less 
likely to be destabilizing because a deeper sense 
of self that is grounded in awareness is opera- 
tional (Ryan & Brown, 2003). 

Creswell, Eisenberger, and Lieberman (2007) 
tested aspects of this argument, specifically by 
examining the proposition that with conscious- 
ness more firmly rooted in mindful awareness, 
individuals are less likely to experience distress 
when excluded by members of a group. In line 
with our proposition that mindfulness promotes 
more open, non-defensive processing of chal- 
lenging events, Creswell et al.’s (2007) study also 
examined whether the more mindful person’s 
greater equanimity in the face of exclusion was 
due to reduced reactivity to this form of social 
threat, measured by functional Magnetic 
Resonance Imaging (fMRI) of neural regions 
known to be implicated in the experience of 
social pain and distress. 
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College students in this study engaged in a 
ball-tossing game (“Cyberball”), ostensibly with 
two other student participants situated in nearby 
fMRI scanners. In fact, each participant was 
interacting with a computer. In the first part of 
the game, each participant was included in the 
ball-tossing game by the “other players”; then, 
in a second block of trials, the participant was 
excluded from the game. Results showed that 
mindfulness, assessed via the MAAS upon entry 
into the study, predicted lower self-reported 
social distress after the exclusion experience. 
Mindfulness also predicted reduced activation of 
the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex (dACC) 
during the exclusion task relative to the inclu- 
sion task; the dACC is a neural region associated 
with reports of physical and social pain 
(Eisenberger, Lieberman, & Williams, 2003). 
Analyses also showed that the reduced dACC 
activation partially mediated, or helped to explain 
the relation between mindfulness and lower 
social distress. Finally, mindfulness was posi- 
tively associated with activation in the medial 
prefrontal cortex (mPFC), which in turn was 
negatively associated with dACC activation. 
Interestingly, the mPFC may be associated with 
the monitoring of one’s emotions (Amodio & 
Frith, 2006), suggesting that more mindful indi- 
viduals may pay more attention to their emo- 
tional responses during social exclusion; this 
mindful monitoring may help to downregulate 
feelings of social distress. 

The findings of this study are conceptually 
consistent with the romantic couple conflict find- 
ings described already in suggesting that mind- 
fulness predicts a more subdued response to 
social threat, in this case, apparent rejection by 
peers, and that this attenuated response is due, in 
part, to reduced evaluative reactivity to that 
threat (see also Creswell, Way, Eisenberger, & 
Lieberman, 2007). 

Worldview defense. The social embeddedness 
of the individual is reflected not only in intimate 
relationships and peer groups, but also in broader 
social or cultural groups defined by their shared 
worldviews. These worldviews, reflecting values, 
ideals, or beliefs about the world and the place of 
the individual or group in it, provide a sense of 
shared meaning and order that acts to affirm per- 
sonal and group identity (e.g., Kosloff, Landau, 
Sullivan, & Greenberg, 2008; Solomon, 
Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 2004). Tajfel (1981) 
defined social or group identity as “that part of 
the individual’s self-concept which derives from 
his [or her] knowledge of membership of a social 
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group (or groups) together with the value and emo- 
tional significance attached to that membership” 
(p. 255). Paralleling romantic relationship con- 
flict, investment in a relational identity, in this 
case an in-group identity, can lead to conflict and 
antagonism when that identity (“us” and “ours”) 
is threatened by an out-group, or representative 
thereof (“them” and “theirs”). As contemporary 
world events and the historical record suggest, 
people will often act as strongly to ward off 
threats to their social identities as they do to 
defend their own persons against attack. 

Terror Management Theory (TMT; Solomon 
et al., 2004) argues that a key trigger for social 
identity defense is the threat of death. According 
to TMT, the knowledge of one’s inevitable demise 
creates an omnipresent potential for anxiety that 
is managed by affirming or defending cultural 
worldviews. A common way in which this is 
manifest is by upholding in-group worldviews 
and by derogating out-group members whose 
views are counter to those of the in-group. In so 
doing, people are enabled to view themselves as 
valuable members of a permanent reality. Such 
action affirms the features of the ontological 
self—in this case, the social self—noted early in 
this chapter: as real, substantial, and indepen- 
dent. As noted earlier, however, such affirmation 
is directly contrary to a scientific understanding 
of the nature of the self. 

If, as we have argued, more mindful people are 
less invested in identity, will they show less 
worldview defense, particularly when, as TMT 
argues, their sense of self is threatened by a con- 
frontation with their own mortality? Niemiec 
et al. (2010) addressed this question in a series of 
studies. They first assessed mindfulness among 
American citizens, then asked them to either 
write about their death (mortality salience con- 
dition) or about TV watching or dental pain 
(control condition). After a brief delay, they then 
read a pro-U.S. essay and an anti-U.S. essay pur- 
portedly written by foreign students in the U.S. 
The outcome in these studies was a series of 
evaluations of the authors and their opinions. 
The studies showed that those with lower MAAS 
mindfulness scores receiving an existential threat 
(mortality salience) evidenced worldview defense, 
as reflected in stronger derogation of the anti-U.S. 
(out-group) author and higher favoritism toward 
the pro-U.S. (in-group) author. In contrast, the 
ratings of those higher in mindfulness showed 
no worldview defense. In an effort to explain 
these findings, Niemiec et al. (2010) found that 
when confronting their death, more mindful 
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individuals spent more time writing about it 
and evidenced less suppression of death thoughts, 
suggesting a greater openness to processing 
this threatening potentiality. In turn, analyses 
showed that this more receptive processing of 
mortality helped to explain the association 
between mindfulness and lack of worldview 
defense. 

The findings of these various studies on mind- 
ful responses to ego threats - in romantic 
relationships, peer relationships, and when con- 
fronting social out-groups — suggest that when 
a deeper sense of self that is grounded in experi- 
ential awareness is operational, events like con- 
flict and rejection that impinge upon the 
self-concept are less threatening, and less likely 
to destabilize personal and relational well-being, 
than they otherwise might. 


Integration and Conclusions 


Rethinking the Positive and Negative in Human 
Psychology 


In this chapter we have outlined research showing 
that mindfulness is associated with a variety of 
cognitive and emotional indicators of well-being. 
Remarkable about the body of findings as a 
whole is the fact that mindfulness appears to 
have a wide range of relations with positive psy- 
chological outcomes. We drew special attention 
to evidence showing that mindfulness helps to 
foster adaptive responses to ego-based threats, 
primarily to support an argument that as an 
experiential mode of processing, mindfulness 
operates as a witness on mental content, rather 
than as an agent to change mental content from 
one form to another (negative emotion to posi- 
tive emotion, for example). This mindful contex- 
tualization of mental content affords a key 
advantage to well-being enhancement: When 
positive experience is based on an identification 
with mental content, well-being is contingent 
and likely to fluctuate because positive mental 
content (e.g., pleasant thoughts and emotions) is 
always relative to negative mental content; that 
is, positive experience depends on the relative 
absence of negative experience at any given time. 
In contrast, awareness depends on nothing. 
Experiential modes of processing such as mind- 
fulness involve a capacity to decouple from or 
observe mental content. The observant stance of 
mindfulness opens a gap between self and the 
vicissitudes of mental content, much of which, 
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we have argued, is rooted in ego-based perspec- 
tives and interpretations. When no longer ego- 
involved in this way, a wider perspective on life 
has room to emerge and guide experience and 
behavior. 

To be sure, pleasant thoughts, emotions, and 
other positive mental contents are more desir- 
able than unpleasant ones. But circumstances 
change, pleasant emotions give way to neutral or 
unpleasant ones, and mental states continuously 
recombine into forms that we have learned to 
label in positive and negative terms. As discussed 
earlier, the human mind appears to have funda- 
mental propensities toward both pleasant and 
unpleasant states of mind. Where many indi- 
viduals suffer, we and others suggest, is in selec- 
tively identifying with these states, positively 
appraising and seeking after pleasant mental 
content, negatively appraising and seeking to 
escape or avoid unpleasant thoughts and emo- 
tions, and defining well-being success in terms of 
desirable mental content. In disengaging from 
striving after happiness, mindfulness ironically 
enough appears to prepare the ground for happi- 
ness to arise. 


Integrating Positive and Pathological 
Psychologies 


Our discussion of differing modes of processing 
and their consequences suggests a rethinking of 
what is “positive” in positive psychology and 
also offers a route by which to integrate positive 
and pathology-oriented psychologies. There are 
several processes through which the integrative 
potential of mindfulness may occur, including 
insight, exposure, and nonattachment (see Brown 
et al., 2007). Perhaps most fundamentally, mind- 
fulness operates through a disengagement from 
self-concern—the perceptions, appraisals, beliefs, 
and feelings people have about themselves, 
others, and the wider social world that tend to 
channel and filter contact with reality in self- 
limited ways (Ryan & Brown, 2003; Leary, 2004; 
2005). As an experiential mode of processing, 
mindfulness involves a capacity to contextualize 
the conceptual operations that fuel such egoic 
functioning (cf., Hayes et al., 1999). Importantly, 
mindfulness is not a form of escape that results 
in passivity or disconnection from life; rather, it 
is thought to bring one into closer contact with 
life by helping to circumvent the self-generated 
accounts about life that act to pull one away from 
it. Inherent in mindfulness is an acceptance of or 
willingness to experience what is, in contrast to 
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states of mind that involve avoidance, control, 
and the investment of personal well-being in 
altering circumstances or attaining goals. 
Mindfulness may facilitate a balance of mind 
reflecting a stable experience of well-being— 
a noncontingent happiness—that is not depen- 
dent on positively appraised circumstances, 
behaviors, or experiences (cf., Ekman et al., 2005; 
McIntosh, 1997). When no longer caught up in 
the ever-changing drama of ego-involvement, a 
psychological “center of gravity” that is grounded 
in awareness has room to guide experience and 
behavior. 


Notes 


1. Portions of this chapter were drawn from Brown 
and Cordon (2009), Brown, Ryan, and Creswell (2007), 
and Brown, Ryan, Creswell, and Niemiec (2008). 
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A Task-Focused Mind Is a Happy and 
Productive Mind: A Processing Perspective 


Michael D. Robinson and Maya Tamir 


Taking Stock 


Positive psychology can be defined as a set of 
topics, an agenda, and/or a scientific enterprise. 
As a set of topics, the field of positive psychology 
studies a heterogeneous set, including (but cer- 
tainly not limited to) character and virtue, sub- 
jective well-being, optimal social functioning, 
intrinsic motivation, curiosity, forgiveness, 
wisdom, meaning in life, educational practices, 
counseling practices, and indeed the optimal 
society (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). As 
an agenda, positive psychology represents an 
attempt to move and shape the psychology field 
in a particular direction favoring positive out- 
comes (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi; Sheldon 
& King, 2001). As a scientific enterprise, positive 
psychology reflects the study of a variety of 
desirable psychological outcomes (e.g., happi- 
ness) using rigorous research methods (Gable & 
Haidt, 2005) and the development of scientifi- 
cally proven intervention efforts (Seligman, 
Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). 

In our view, defining positive psychology as a 
set of topics could, at some point, pose problems 
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to the field as a whole. This is so because 
it is an open question whether the positive 
psychology movement would be able to hold 
together an increasingly diverse set of topics 
over time. As any body of findings increases, 
psychologists tend to gravitate toward special- 
ization (Mayer, 2005; Posner & Rothbart, 2007). 
Such specialization, if it occurs, would make 
it even more difficult for topics to remain 
linked together under the umbrella of positive 
psychology. 

Of more concern to us are the views of posi- 
tive psychology as an agenda and science. 
Agendas are ideological and guided by convic- 
tions. Science, on the other hand, is empirical and 
data-driven. Agendas can inspire and stimulate 
science, and positive psychology has definitely 
served this purpose (Bacon, 2005; Gable & Haidt, 
2005). Nevertheless, pairing an agenda with a 
science may sometimes result in compromises to 
the science involved. There are risks for at least 
some versions of positive psychology to overstep 
empirical facts in favor of ideological viewpoints 
(Lazarus, 2003). Therefore, it is important to keep 
an open mind when considering the evidence 
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(Oishi, Diener, & Lucas, 2007; Steger, Kashdan, 
Sullivan, & Lorentz, 2008). 

One example of the tension between agenda 
and science involves the identification of certain 
individual difference variables as positive ones 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Such lists can be 
arbitrary when not governed by psychometric 
evidence or by unambiguous guidelines as to 
what qualifies as a personal strength. Even if 
such taxonomic issues can be solved, there is still 
the problem of identifying how and why such 
individual difference variables function as they do. 
An important issue in this respect, and one 
germane to our chapter, is the distinction between 
traits and processes. This distinction is mirrored 
in the personality literature by the contrast of 
taxonomic and process-based approaches to per- 
sonality, which Cervone (1997; Cervone & 
Shoda, 1999) has suggested may not be reconcil- 
able. Although we have been more optimistic 
concerning the possible reconciliation of these 
disparate approaches to personality (Robinson, 
2007a; Tamir & Robinson, 2004), much work 
remains to be done (Matthews & Gilliland, 1999; 
Robinson, 2007b). 

We are still far from understanding the pro- 
cesses associated with positive psychological 
functioning. For example, taken to the extreme, 
each of the 24 taxonomy-based personal 
strengths identified by Peterson and Seligman 
(2004) might be associated with distinct and 
non-overlapping processes. If so, an overwhelm- 
ing task lies ahead. In contrast, a process-oriented 
approach could identify larger dynamics that 
might underlie multiple positive psychological 
attributes. In this chapter, we take such a process- 
oriented approach and make the case for a par- 
ticular distinction between two modes of 
processing that appear to be associated with a 
wide range of positive psychological outcomes. 
By doing so, we hope to highlight the potential 
interrelations between these outcomes and point 
to the mechanisms that might be involved. 

A major portion of the chapter will seek to 
make the point that positive psychological func- 
tioning can be viewed in terms of task-focused 
rather than self-focused processing. We will 
make a strong case for this idea and link it 
to multiple and diverse sources of evidence. 
Subsequently, however, multiple questions 
concerning the model will be discussed. Such 
questions include relations of our dual-process 
model to other dual-process models, potential 
boundary conditions, and directions for future 
research. 
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Two Modes of Processing: Task-Focused 
and Self-Focused 


Central to our framework is a distinction between 
two modes of processing. Task-focused process- 
ing is externally oriented and is concerned with 
maximizing goal-directed behavioral outcomes. 
Self-focused processing, on the other hand, is 
internally oriented and concerned with epistemic 
questions related to the phenomenological self. 
Task-focused processing can therefore be viewed 
in terms of engagement with the environment, 
whereas self-focused processing can be viewed in 
terms of some degree of preoccupation with the 
self. Because attention is limited (James, 1890; 
Pashler, 1998), these two modes of processing 
should be inversely related. That is, to the extent 
that one is task-focused, self-focus should be 
inhibited and vice versa. There are data in sup- 
port of this tradeoff of task- and self-focused 
processing modes, reviewed below. 

Seminal theories in social psychology have 
made a case for the benefits for a self-focused 
mode of processing (Carver & Scheier, 1981; 
Duval & Wicklund, 1972). However, we believe 
that such benefits have been overstated and in 
fact make a case for the opposite point, namely 
that a task-focused mode of processing is gener- 
ally more conducive to positive affect, mental 
health, and desirable behavioral outcomes. In 
this respect, our analysis is consistent with 
modern thinking on the self, which generally 
views preoccupation with the self as a source of 
problems rather than benefits (Crocker & Wolfe, 
2001; Leary, 2004). The integrative potential of 
our dual-process model is first highlighted. 
Subsequently, we marshal multiple sources of 
evidence in support of the psychological benefits 
of a task-focused mode of processing. 


Integrative Potential 


The modes of processing highlighted appear to 
have considerable integrative potential in rela- 
tion to prominent constructs in the positive psy- 
chology literature. For example, task-focused 
processing may underlie states of curiosity and 
interest. Curiosity is defined in terms of an open- 
minded desire to seek knowledge and involves 
full engagement with the environment (Kashdan, 
Rose, & Fincham, 2004). Interest is similarly 
defined as a desire to learn new information 
(Silvia, 2006). Curiosity and interest, therefore, 
likely reflect a state of task-focused processing. 
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Ryan and Deci (2000; 2001) have long argued 
for the benefits of intrinsic motivation, charac- 
terized by the desire to engage in an activity for 
its own sake rather than for the purpose of 
obtaining external rewards. Intrinsic motivation 
has been characterized in terms of high engage- 
ment with the task environment and low levels 
of self-focus (Ryan, 1982). Indeed, Plant and 
Ryan (1985) found that an induction of self- 
focus undermined intrinsic motivation. This 
result is consistent with our view that task-focus 
and self-focus are distinct modes of processing 
that inhibit each other. More broadly, we suggest 
a potentially close link of intrinsic motivation to 
a task-focused mode of processing, though this 
issue will be revisited. 

Csikszentmihalyi has often conceptualized 
optimal states in terms of those that produce high 
levels of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, & 
Nakamura, 2005). Flow is a state in which one is 
engaged with the task at hand and perceives a 
high level of challenge but also a high level of 
skill to meet that challenge. States of flow are 
associated with higher levels of task achievement 
and lower levels of self-consciousness (Hektner, 
Schmidt, & Csikszentmihalyi, 2007). Similar to 
intrinsic motivation, therefore, a state of flow 
likely involves higher levels of task-focused 
processing and lower levels of self-focused 
processing. 

In a literature of relevance to positive psychol- 
ogy, approach motivation is often characterized 
in terms of assertive, goal-directed interactions 
with the environment (Depue & Collins, 1999). 
Avoidance motivation, on the other hand, has been 
viewed as defensive in nature, self-protective, and 
inhibited (Carver, Sutton, & Scheier, 2000). Of 
importance to our process-related analysis, we 
suggest that a task-focused mode of processing is 
likely to support and underlie higher levels of 
approach motivation, whereas a self-focused 
mode of processing is likely to support and 
underlie higher levels of avoidance motivation. 
Such relations may not be isomorphic, though, 
and we will thus revisit approach and avoidance 
later in the chapter. 

Our integrative analysis thus far makes two 
important points. The first is that multiple moti- 
vational perspectives on positive psychological 
functioning—whether related to curiosity, flow, 
intrinsic motivation, or approach motivation— 
appear to overlap in nature. The second is that 
the overlap involved appears to support a 
common processing perspective. Specifically, 
task-focused processing, relative to self-focused 
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processing, appears more conducive to positive 
psychological functioning. We seek to make this 
point in the sections that follow. Subsequently, 
we consider issues of discriminant validity and 
boundary conditions. 


Modes of Processing, Correlates, 
and Consequences 


There are good reasons for thinking that a task- 
focused mode of processing inhibits a self-focused 
mode of processing and vice versa. Relevant evi- 
dence comes from the coping literature, which 
has documented inverse relations between action- 
oriented versus state-oriented responses to threat 
or challenge (Kuhl, 2000), problem-focused versus 
emotion-focused coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1991), and primary (i.e., attempts to change the 
situation) versus secondary (i.e., attempts to 
change the self) control strategies (Morling & 
Evered, 2006). Other evidence suggests that 
these modes of processing are likely to be reliant 
on regions of the brain that are mutually inhibi- 
tory (Lieberman & Eisenberger, 2005). Such con- 
siderations are reflected in Figure 11.1, which 
depicts an inhibitory relation between these dis- 
tinct modes of processing. 

As further depicted in Figure 11.1, we suggest 
that a predominantly task-focused mode of pro- 
cessing is conducive to positive affect, mental 
health, and behavioral success, all important out- 
comes in positive psychology (Seligman, & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). By contrast, Figure 
11.1 suggests that a predominantly self-focused 
mode of processing contributes to negative affect, 
psychopathology, and lesser success in behav- 
ioral terms, all constructs inimical to optimal 
functioning (Widiger, Verheul, & van den Brink, 
1999). If so, a strong potential case could be made 
for the relevance of our processing distinction to 
positive psychology. 

Emotional experiences. Curiosity (Kashdan 
et al., 2004), interest (Silvia, 2006), and inspira- 
tion (Thrash & Elliot, 2004) have all been shown 
to be predictive of higher levels of positive emo- 
tional experience. The common core to such con- 
structs, we suggest, involves a greater degree of 
engagement with the task environment. In other 
words, to the extent that one is task-focused 
rather than self-focused, processing is likely to 
be inherently more rewarding. This suggestion 
fits with strong sources of data linking cross- 
temporal variations in positive affect to cross- 
temporal variations in behavioral striving and 
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Figure 11.1 Two Modes of Processing and Their Hypothesized Correlates and Consequences. 


attempts at task-mastery (e.g., Kashdan, Biswas- 
Diener, & King, 2009). For example, individuals 
report higher levels of positive affect when they 
are active (Watson, 2000) and diurnal variations 
in activity and positive affect are strongly corre- 
lated (Watson, Wiese, Vaidya, & Tellegen, 1999). 

Duval and Wicklund (1972) suggested that 
self-focused attention is somewhat necessarily 
aversive and therefore should contribute to neg- 
ative emotional states, at least in the short term. 
This point was disputed by Carver and Scheier 
(1981), who suggested that self-focused atten- 
tion is likely to be associated with negative emo- 
tional experiences only when the individual 
views it as difficult if not impossible to rectify a 
perceived self-discrepancy. Current thinking on 
self-focus and/or consciousness of the self is 
more consistent with the initial perspective of 
Duval and Wicklund. For example, Baumeister 
(1987) contends that self-focus can be linked to 
existential problems in functioning and to nega- 
tive emotional experiences, a perspective increas- 
ingly echoed by modern self-scholars (Crocker 
& Knight, 2005; Leary, 2004). 

In support of such ideas, a recent meta-analy- 
sis convincingly established a robust relationship 
between self-focused states and negative (but 
not positive) emotional experiences (Mor & 
Winquist, 2002). Similarly, although disposi- 
tional variations in private self-consciousness 
were initially viewed in emotion-neutral terms 
(Carver & Scheier, 1981), this no longer appears 
to be the case. Specifically, Trapnell and Campbell 
(1999) convincingly established that a major 
component of private self-consciousness involves 
tendencies toward rumination and negative 
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affect. Although further developments in this lit- 
erature are likely (e.g., Kross, Ayduk, & Mischel, 
2005), we conclude that the preponderance of 
evidence favors the idea that a task-focused mode 
of processing, relative to a self-focused mode of 
processing, appears more conducive to higher 
levels of hedonic balance (i.e., the relative balance 
of positive to negative emotional experiences). 

Psychopathology. Multiple theories of depres- 
sion link it to low levels of engagement with 
the environment. For example, Lewinsohn and 
Libet (1972) viewed depression in terms of defi- 
cits in obtaining pleasure from daily activities. 
Tomarken and Keener (1998) summarize a body 
of evidence linking depression to hypoactivation 
of the left prefrontal cortex, a structure known to 
mediate proactive attempts to shape the environ- 
ment according to one’s goals (Davidson, 1999). 
Mogg and Bradley (1998) link depression to the 
withdrawal of active coping resources from 
interactions with the environment. Rottenberg, 
Gross, and Gotlib (2005) provide physiological 
sources of evidence for the idea that depressed 
individuals appear to be disengaged and non- 
responsive to environmental sources of stimula- 
tion. We note that there are also sources of data 
linking schizophrenia to low task-focused efforts 
(Bellak, Hurvich, & Gediman, 1973) and to 
diminished task monitoring in neurocognitive 
terms (van Veen & Carter, 2006). 

We have suggested that high levels of self- 
focus may exacerbate psychopathological symp- 
toms, and there are multiple sources of support 
for this idea. Ingram’s (1990) review led him to 
conclude that high levels of self-focus appear 
endemic to multiple mood and anxiety disorders. 
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This suggestion has been substantiated in a quan- 
titative meta-analytic review (Mor & Winquist, 
2002). Higher levels of self-consciousness have 
been linked not only to depression but also to 
anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorders, and pho- 
bias. For example, Gehring, Himle, and Nisenson 
(2000) suggested that obsessive-compulsive indi- 
viduals suffer from an overactive self-critical 
monitor (also see Paulus, Feinstein, Simmons, & 
Stein, 2004). It is further worth noting that high 
levels of self-focus have been implicated in indi- 
vidual differences in shyness (Henderson & 
Zimbardo, 2001), social anxiety (Rodebaugh, 
2009), and behavioral inhibition among children 
and adolescents (Kagan & Snidman, 2004). 
Finally, Pennebaker (2000) reviews evidence for 
the point that self-focus leads to exaggerated 
symptom perception and reporting. 

Clinical psychologists generally operate under 
the assumption that distinct diagnoses and 
symptoms are mediated by distinct underlying 
mechanisms. However, the comorbidity of the 
mood and anxiety disorders (Clark, Watson, & 
Mineka, 1994) and the personality disorders 
(Widiger & Trull, 2007) suggests that there may 
be important common factors that generally 
predispose one to disordered symptomology. We 
suggest that our distinction of two processing 
modes may have significant value to such an 
integrative view of mental functioning. To the 
extent that task-focus is low, poorer coping with 
environmental stressors would somewhat natu- 
rally occur (Monroe & Simons, 1991). To the 
extent that self-focus is high, problematic symp- 
toms would be more salient and therefore conse- 
quential (Ingram, 1990). The combination of low 
task-focus and high self-focus would be particu- 
larly problematic. 

Task performance. The majority of life tasks 
that individuals view as important are those that 
necessarily rely on some degree of task-focused 
effort (Cantor, 1990; Gollwitzer, 1999). For exam- 
ple, studying hard for an exam, resisting tempta- 
tions, and overcoming procrastination cannot be 
accomplished passively (Baumeister, Heatherton, 
& Tice, 1994). Instead, all such endeavors appear 
to rely on a common resource that has been 
termed effortful control (Rothbart, Ahadi, & 
Evans, 2000), ego control (Baumeister, Muraven, 
& Tice, 2000), or executive attention (Posner & 
Rothbart, 2007). 

In reviewing such literature, we (Robinson, 
Schmeichel, & Inzlicht, 2009a) have suggested 
that effort is nothing more than task-focus 
(Sarter & Gehring, 2006). That is, individuals fail 
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to achieve their difficult goals precisely because 
they fail to maintain such goals when significant 
distractions or obstacles occur (Fishbach & 
Zhang, 2008; Miller & Cohen, 2001). Robinson 
et al. (2009a) reviewed multiple sources of evi- 
dence for this idea across cognitive (e.g., Duncan 
et al., 2008), social cognitive (e.g., Muraven & 
Slessareva, 2003), and neurocognitive (e.g., 
Inzlicht & Gutsell, 2007) lines of investigation. 
Self-regulation failures, from this perspective, 
are synonymous with tendencies to lose task- 
focus in the face of threats or challenges (Koole 
& Jostmann, 2004; Kuhl, 2000). 

Further, it stands to reason that higher levels 
of task-focus would promote goal-success. We 
have suggested that intrinsic motivation can be 
viewed (at least in part) in terms of task-focus, 
and it is therefore informative that higher levels 
of intrinsic motivation have been shown to pro- 
mote better performance, learning, and task per- 
sistence (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Similarly, the state 
of flow (i.e., absorption in a task) has been linked 
to higher levels of task-achievement (Hektner 
et al., 2007). Curiosity and interest, which we 
also suggest are reliant on a task-focused mode 
of processing, also lead to higher levels of learn- 
ing and achievement over time (Silvia, 2006). 

By contrast, higher levels of self-focus often 
appear to be problematic to performance. 
Preoccupation with the self has been shown 
to undermine performance in the stereotype 
threat literature (Steele, 1997), the test-anxiety 
literature (Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1990), the 
literature on trait anxiety (Eysenck, Derakshan, 
Santos, & Calvo, 2007), and in the context of 
high levels of neuroticism (Fetterman, Robinson, 
Ode, & Gordon, 2010). From one perspective, 
self-focus can be viewed in terms of a processing 
load that reduces the central executive’s capacity 
(Clark & Rhyno, 2005). From another (though 
related) perspective, operating in a self-focused 
mode would inhibit task-focus according to our 
modelandothers (Dijksterhuis, Bargh, & Miedema, 
2000; Eisenberger, Lieberman, & Satpute, 2005; 
Morling & Evered, 2006). 


Cognitive Underpinnings 


We have suggested that higher levels of task-fo- 
cus (relative to self-focus) are conducive to opti- 
mal functioning. We provided support for such 
ideas, yet in a manner that was necessarily reli- 
ant on some degree of inference concerning the 
processes involved. The purpose of the present 
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section is both to understand task-focus from 
cognitive and neurocognitive perspectives and to 
provide additional support for its benefits, thus 
defined. 

Task-focus as response speed. To the extent 
that task-focus is high, reaction time perfor- 
mance should be faster. This suggestion is con- 
sistent with results showing that reaction time 
performance is slower when individuals are tired, 
distracted, or stressed, all factors that would 
interfere with full attention to the task (Sanders, 
1998). It is therefore informative that slow reac- 
tion time performance, as an individual differ- 
ence variable, predicts problematic outcomes 
such as delinquency and crime (Jensen, 1998), 
health problems (Gottfredson & Deary, 2004), 
and even earlier deaths (Deary & Der, 2005). By 
contrast, faster processing speed in the same 
studies can be viewed as health-protective and 
promoting. 

In individual difference terms, faster process- 
ing speed has been shown to be a robust correlate 
of general intelligence or the “g” factor (Jensen, 
1998). This does not mitigate the potential of 
processing speed measures as indices of task- 
focus, as general intelligence has been viewed in 
terms of greater levels of task-focus (Duncan 
et al., 2000). On the other hand, slow processing 
speed could be reflective of other variables aside 
from task-focus, such as premorbid brain damage 
(Deary & Der, 2005). It may therefore be useful 
to control for baseline processing speed in under- 
standing the purported benefits of a task-focused 
mode of processing. 

One of the classic behavioral markers of high 
levels of motivational engagement is better per- 
formance following practice (McClelland, 1987). 
In reaction time tasks, processes of this type can 
be examined by assessing the extent to which 
individuals speed up across trials (Ackerman, 
1988; Pashler, 1998). In a recent set of studies, 
we (Robinson, Meier, Tamir, Wilkowski, & Ode, 
2009b) administered a number of basic choice 
categorization tasks, following which we quanti- 
fied processing speed early in such tasks 
versus later. To then quantify individual differ- 
ences in task-focus or engagement, we created 
residual scores such that they assessed the 
extent to which individuals “got into” the tasks 
across time. 

Consistent with hypotheses, we (Robinson 
et al., 2009b) found that this implicit processing 
measure of task-focus predicted positive affect 
and depressive symptoms in three studies and 
did so across diverse protocols such as those 
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involving informant reports or experience- 
sampling procedures. Specifically, task-focused 
individuals (i.e, those whose performance 
improved to a greater extent across time) experi- 
enced and displayed higher levels of positive 
emotion and were also less prone to depressive 
symptoms. Such results not only reinforce the 
value of implicit assessments of personality 
(Robinson & Neighbors, 2006), but do so in sup- 
port of the idea that higher levels of task-engage- 
ment are hedonically beneficial. 

In what we view to be a conceptually related 
study, Pronin and Wegner (2006) randomly 
assigned individuals to one of two processing 
speed conditions. One condition required indi- 
viduals to be maximally task-focused in that 
they had to read sentences aloud at a faster rate 
than they would otherwise do so. The compari- 
son condition allowed individuals to read the 
same sentences at a more leisurely pace. Pronin 
and Wegner found that individuals assigned to 
the fast processing condition subsequently 
reported higher levels of positive affect and lower 
levels of depressive symptomology, both in state- 
related terms. Thus, there is experimental sup- 
port for the idea that faster processing speed, 
which we suggest is closely related to task- 
engagement, improves one’s mood states. 

Task-focus as activation of the dorsolateral 
prefrontal cortex. The strategic control of cogni- 
tive and emotional processes is reliant on frontal 
lobe brain structures (Zelazo & Cunningham, 
2007). Yet an important division of labor con- 
trasts lateral and medial portions of the frontal 
lobe, which are differentially involved in task- 
focused efforts versus emotional processing, 
respectively (Lieberman, 2007). When individu- 
als control outcomes through the investment 
of working memory and task-focused effort, 
the dorsolateral portion of the prefrontal cortex 
(dIPFC) is differentially activated (Knight & 
Stuss, 2002). By contrast, when individuals 
determine the emotional significance of stimuli, 
the ventromedial portion of the prefrontal 
cortex (vmPFC) is differentially activated (Tranel, 
2002). 

This distinction is important because lesions 
to the vmPFC result in subtle deficits in social 
behavior and decision-making, but not to anhe- 
donia (Wallis, 2007). On the other hand, lesions 
to the dIPFC result not only in poor cognitive 
performance but also in symptoms that are 
central features of major depression such as 
lethargy, catastrophic thinking, and prolonged 
states of negative affect (Saint-Cyr, Bronstein, 
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& Cummings, 2002; also see Gotlib & Hamilton, 
2008). Further, McClure, and colleagues (e.g., 
McClure, Laibson, Loewenstein, & Cohen, 2004) 
demonstrated that activation of the vmPEC led 
individuals to make non-optimal choices in deci- 
sion-making and specifically those that favored a 
myopic focus on short-term rewards. By con- 
trast, activation of the dlPEC led individuals to 
make more rational choices favoring long-term 
outcomes over short-term gains. 

A study of Eisenberger et al. (2005) is particu- 
larly important in the present context. These 
authors examined brain activation in response to 
unexpected stimuli requiring a response. They 
found that higher levels of extraversion, which 
have been linked to higher task-focused process- 
ing in previous cognitive studies (Lieberman, 
2000), predicted greater dlPEC activation during 
the task. On the other hand, private self-con- 
sciousness (related to self-focus: Carver & 
Scheier, 1981) predicted greater vmPFC activa- 
tion during the task. Levels of vmPFC and dIPFC 
activation were also inversely correlated across 
participants, suggesting that self-focus inhibits 
task-focus and vice versa according to this neu- 
rocognitive model. 

The dIPFC has been characterized as the one 
structure of the brain that mediates task-focused 
processing to the greatest extent (Miller & 
Cohen, 2001). It is therefore informative that 
lesions to this brain structure are problematic in 
multiple ways—emotionally, behaviorally, and 
in terms of clinically significant symptoms 
(Knight & Stuss, 2002; Saint-Cyr et al., 2002). 
We accordingly suggest that what is viewed in 
terms of optimal human functioning in the posi- 
tive psychology literature may be profitably 
thought of in terms of using the task-focused 
resources of the dIPFC (e.g., goal-maintenance, 
the inhibition of inappropriate processing rou- 
tines, etc.) to support greater adaptation to the 
environment. On the basis of such consider- 
ations, we encourage further integration efforts 
linking dIPFC functioning to the sorts of 
strengths and virtues emphasized by the positive 
psychology movement. 

Task-focus as dopamine availability. There 
are multiple reasons for thinking that higher 
levels of task-focus can be viewed in terms of 
greater dopamine availability. Arnsten and 
Robbins (2002) reviewed multiple sources of rel- 
evant data from animal models and concluded 
that greater availability of dopamine shifts pro- 
cessing such that it favors task-focus over passive 
reactions to environmental input. Lesion studies 
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of this type have shown that damage to dopamine- 
generating regions of the brain result in passive 
behavior and a striking absence of goal-directed 
action (Berridge, 1999). By contrast, artificially 
increasing dopamine availability by drugs results 
in more vigorous motor behavior and the greater 
pursuit of potentially rewarding stimuli (e.g., 
food, drugs, water, sex: Berridge). 

This animal literature on dopamine availabil- 
ity has entertained a number of specific hypoth- 
eses, though. One theory of dopamine availability 
links it to superior learning (Schultz, 2004), 
another links it to increased motor output 
(Ashby, Alfonso-Reese, Turken & Waldron, 
1998), and another links it to increased reward 
sensitivity (Berridge, 1999). Dopamine availabil- 
ity has also been viewed in terms of pleasure 
(Shizgal, 1999) or positive affect (Ashby, Isen, & 
Turken, 1999). Readers should consult a special 
issue of Psychopharmacology (e.g., Berridge, 
2007) for a nuanced consideration of such subtly 
different views. 

What we suggest, instead, is that many of the 
diverse correlates and consequences of dopamine 
availability appear to converge on its link to 
greater levels of task-focus. For example, dop- 
amine availability would facilitate learning 
because of increased task-involvement (e.g., 
Ackerman, 1988), would facilitate motor activity 
because of its link to active coping (e.g., Arnsten 
& Robbins, 2002), and would facilitate pleasure 
because of the hedonic benefits of completing a 
task successfully (e.g., Carver et al., 2000). The 
bottom line, then, is that viewing task-focus and 
its multiple benefits in terms of dopamine avail- 
ability appears to have considerable value 
(Knutson & Wimmer, 2007). 


Moving Forward 


Science progresses both through integration 
efforts and through making distinctions. Our 
focus thus far has been on integration efforts. In 
this connection, we highlighted the apparent 
benefits of task-focus (relative to self-focus) to 
emotion and behavior as well as to greater free- 
dom from psychopathology. We reviewed sources 
of evidence as diverse as those from personality, 
social, clinical, cognitive, and neuroscience litera- 
tures. Viewing optimal functioning from a task- 
focused perspective thus appears to have 
considerable integrative value. Distinctions are 
important too, however. Accordingly, and to 
better flesh out relations between the present 
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two-process model and others, we discuss points 
of overlap and non-overlap. 

We first point to frameworks that appear to be 
non-overlapping with ours. The implicit-explicit 
processing distinction (Fazio & Olson, 2003) is 
orthogonal to our distinction between task-focus 
and self-focus because we conceptualize both 
processing modes as implicit in nature and oper- 
ation. The automatic-controlled processing dis- 
tinction (Schneider & Shiffrin, 1977) is also not 
germane to the present framework. Instead, we 
conceptualize both self-focus and task-focus in 
terms of controlled processing, albeit in relation 
to different goals and objectives (Eisenberger 
et al., 2005). The private-public self-conscious- 
ness distinction (Carver & Scheier, 1981) is also 
not relevant, as task-focus cannot be equated 
with public self-consciousness (Csikszentmihalyi 
et al., 2005). Finally, our distinction should not 
be equated with that between mastery and per- 
formance goals, as both such goals seem best 
characterized in terms of task-focus rather than 
self-focus (Senko, Durik, & Harackiewicz, 2008). 

Issues of overlap are less certain in relation to 
other models. Gollwitzer (e.g., 1999) contrasts 
two mindsets, one that is deliberative in nature 
(i.e., concerned with which course of action to 
pursue) and another that is implemental in 
nature (i.e., concerned with instantiating a par- 
ticular course of action, once chosen). Viewing 
deliberative mindsets in terms of self-focused 
processing appears to have some value, as does 
viewing implemental mindsets in terms of task- 
focused processing. From another perspective, 
though, deliberative and implemental mindsets 
may be both characterized as task-focused, as 
both relate to the control of action. Thus, it is 
uncertain whether self-focus is represented in 
Gollwitzer’s model. 

A prominent meta-theory of optimal func- 
tioning views it in terms of higher levels of 
intrinsic relative to extrinsic motivation (Ryan 
& Deci, 2000; 2001). Intrinsic motivation can be 
viewed in terms of performing behaviors because 
one wants to do them, whereas extrinsic motiva- 
tion can be viewed in terms of performing behav- 
iors because such actions are expected to produce 
rewards, whether monetary or social. Above, we 
suggested that there should be some relationship 
between intrinsic motivation and a task-focused 
mode of processing, particularly because intrin- 
sic (relative to extrinsic) motivation is thought 
to energize behavior to a greater extent (Ryan & 
Deci, 2008). On the other hand, we concede 
that this relationship may not be especially tight. 
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For example, the prospect of a good grade can 
be highly motivating to some individuals (Senko 
et al., 2008), and extensive efforts may sometimes 
support primarily self-focused endeavors such as 
updating a personal diary (Kaufman, Grigorenko, 
& Sternberg, 2009). For such reasons, the present 
distinction between task- and self-focused pro- 
cessing should not be equated with that between 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. 

Prominent motivational theories of personal- 
ity link positive affect to approach motivation 
and negative affect to avoidance motivation 
(Carver et al., 2000; Elliot & Thrash, 2002; 
Zelenski & Larsen, 1999). Although it seems 
somewhat intuitive to link approach motivation 
to task-focus and avoidance motivation to self- 
focus, such links again do not appear particularly 
strong. Avoidance motivation can lead to high 
levels of task-focused effort, a point perhaps best 
supported in literature linking individual differ- 
ences in anxiety and related constructs to higher 
levels of vigilance for threatening stimuli (Mogg 
& Bradley, 1998), greater apparent levels of cog- 
nitive effort (Eysenck et al., 2007), and higher 
levels of performance in certain particular cir- 
cumstances (Carver & Scheier, 1981; Eysenck & 
Eysenck, 1985). Such considerations suggest that 
the present distinction between task- and self- 
focused processing modes cannot be equated 
with the distinction between approach and avoid- 
ance motivation. 

Instead, we emphasize the overlap of the 
present processes with those highlighted in the 
stress-coping literature. Rothbaum, Weisz, and 
Snyder (1982) contrasted modes of processing 
involving primary (i.e., changing the situation) 
versus secondary (i.e., changing the self) control. 
Lazarus and Folkman (1991) made a similar dis- 
tinction between problem-focused versus emo- 
tion-focused coping. Kuhl (2000) has contrasted 
action-oriented versus state-oriented responses 
to stress. We suggest that a task-focused mode of 
processing would facilitate primary control and 
problem-focused coping and would be reflective 
of an action-oriented response to environmental 
stressors. Beyond such models, though, we sug- 
gest that individuals differ in their reliance on 
task-focused versus self-focused modes of pro- 
cessing quite independent of their responses to 
environmental stressors. If so, the present pro- 
cessing model is more general that those high- 
lighted in the stress-coping literature. 

Carver and Scheier (1981) suggested that self- 
focused processing may be adaptive. Yet they 
also reviewed sources of evidence for the idea 


10/8/2010 11:57:18 AM 


56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 
106 
107 
108 
109 
110 


oO ON DUN BQN KS 


qi qı qr r ern a pA RRA BRA A RR wWWWWWWwWWwWWNNNNNNNNNNKR BB BeBe ew ee E 
ORWNFOUWKUANDAUARWNF DH AN AUKRWNF DO ANA QI BQ NR DOH AN AU BQ NR ®9 


168 PART IV. 


that self-focus (a) makes individuals aware of 
discrepancies that often cannot be rectified (e.g., 
Gibbons & Wicklund, 1976), (b) is associated 
with aversive experiences in such contexts (e.g., 
Carver, Blaney, & Scheier, 1979), and (c) leads 
individuals to withdraw their task-focused 
efforts in a manner that can be ultimately prob- 
lematic (e.g, Lewin, 1935). The test anxiety 
literature substantiates the latter point quite 
consistently: To the extent that one is self- 
focused in a performance context, self-doubts 
occur that can be quite detrimental to optimal 
performance (e.g., Sarason et al., 1990). 

The work of Carver and Scheier (1981) is 
seminal, yet their suggestion that self-focus 
promotes optimal functioning now appears prob- 
lematic. Quite the opposite appears to be the 
case. Effective self-regulation does not require 
self-focus (Robinson et al., 2009a), and self-focus 
often undermines effective self-regulation 
(Baumeister et al., 1994; Clark & Rhyno, 2005). 
This point can be made with reference to litera- 
ture linking self-focus to psychopathology 
(Ingram, 1990), bulimic symptoms (Cooley & 
Toray, 2001), alcohol abuse (Sayette, 1999), and 
self-harm or suicide attempts (Tassava & 
Ruderman, 1999). Indeed, it is striking that both 
preoccupation with the self, in the form of nar- 
cissism (Twenge, Konrath, Foster, Campbell, & 
Bushman, 2008), and neuroticism (Twenge, 
2000), have increased in parallel from the 1950s 
to today. Thus, self-focus appears to be a prob- 
lematic rather than functional tendency accord- 
ing to modern literature on the self (Baumeister 
& Boden, 1994; Leary, 2004). 

Can self-focus co-occur with significant 
achievements and therefore magnify their hedo- 
nic impact? Langston (1994) suggested so on the 
basis of his results, which primarily involved 
asking individuals to savor aspects of their lives. 
In the absence of such manipulations, though, 
we are somewhat convinced that people rarely 
employ self-focus in this affect-enhancing 
manner. Rather, there is somewhat convincing 
evidence that self-focus typically results from 
the recognition of failing to meet important self- 
standards (Higgins, 1987; Wicklund, 1979). Thus, 
although recruiting self-focus to bask in one’s 
successes could well serve a mood-enhancing 
function, self-focus does not appear to naturally 
operate this way. 

The reader may be thinking that there are 
some positive psychology constructs—such as 
mindfulness—that appear to support the idea 
that at least certain forms of self-focus may be 
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beneficial. Mindfulness is quite distinct from 
self-focus, however. Self-focus often occurs in 
the context of lack of insight into the self 
(Trapnell & Campbell, 1999), and the benefits 
of mindfulness cannot be explained in terms of 
either private or public self-consciousness 
(Brown & Ryan, 2003). Finally, a quick perusal of 
the items of Brown and Ryan’s mindfulness scale 
reveals that many of the items suggest lack of 
awareness of the environment, not the self (e.g., 
“I forget a person’s name almost as soon as I've 
been told it”). In summary, mindfulness should 
not be equated with self-focus. 

The implications of the current analysis for 
positive psychological interventions are several. 
First, it is important to identify individuals’ task- 
focused goals. When individuals do not know 
what they want to accomplish, positive psychol- 
ogy counseling (Joseph & Linley, 2005) may be 
particularly helpful. Second, to the extent that 
such incentives can be identified, individuals 
should generally be encouraged to pursue them 
full-heartedly (Brown & Dutton, 1995; 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Third, there appear to 
be hedonic and performance benefits to quieting 
the self-conscious mind, a point repeatedly 
emphasized in this chapter. We further suggest 
that the easiest way to lessen self-focus is to 
adopt a task-focused approach to daily activities 
(Kuhl, 2000: McClelland, 1987). With repeated 
practice in doing rather than doubting, we sus- 
pect that the task-focused mode of processing 
can be reinforced, just as nearly any mode of 
processing becomes habitual with sufficient prac- 
tice (Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; James, 1890). 


Final Considerations 


Self-focus can be viewed in terms of a “stop” 
signal that may be adaptive under certain condi- 
tions (Dijksterhuis et al., 2000). Therefore, indi- 
viduals lacking any self-focus might be generally 
more effective in their behaviors, but at a poten- 
tial cost when circumstances favor a change in 
processing strategies (Fazio, Ledbetter, & Towles- 
Schwen, 2000). From another perspective, 
though, the task-focused resources of the dIPFC 
appear exquisitely sensitive to such require- 
ments to change processing strategies across 
trials and over time (Kerns et al., 2004; van Veen 
& Carter, 2006). For this reason, we suggest that 
theories equating self-focus with self-regulation 
potential (Carver & Scheier, 1981; Wicklund, 
1979) appear to be contradicted by modern 
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thinking on how the brain recruits and instanti- 
ates self-control (Lieberman & Eisenberger, 
2005; Robinson et al., 2009a). 

Does our perspective suggest that impulsive 
responding can be generally favored? No. 
Impulsive responding, defined in terms of fast 
responding at the expense of accurate respond- 
ing, would not generally serve the self (Dickman 
& Meyer, 1988). On the other hand, there is no 
necessary tradeoff of processing speed and accu- 
racy (Sanders, 1998). To the extent that process- 
ing speed is entrained to task-focused goals, 
multiple benefits to the self are likely to accrue. 
This was a major theme of the chapter and one 
that was well substantiated. 

In more general terms, we suggest that posi- 
tive psychology must increasingly establish 
itself as an empirical science rather than a set of 
topics or an agenda. To facilitate this transition, 
questions of process and mechanism are likely to 
be increasingly important in subsequent years 
and decades. The present chapter can be viewed 
as supporting the idea that a basic distinction 
between task- and self-focused modes of pro- 
cessing appears to have considerable leverage 
and scope. Task-focused processing, we suggest, 
captures an important source of variance (though 
not the only one) in understanding the fully 
functioning individual. 
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Finding Positive Value in Human 
Consciousness: Conscious Thought Serves 
Participation in Society and Culture 


E. J. Masicampo and Roy F. Baumeister 


Humans spend much of their lives thinking 
about people, places, and events that transcend 
the immediate physical environment. They 
eagerly anticipate (or else worry uncontrollably 
about!) imagined futures. They are keenly inter- 
ested in the experiences of those around them, 
often gossiping about friends and strangers alike, 
trading stories with each other as if exchanging 
some valuable commodity. Together, people 
create and share whole nonphysical realities, 
such as those described by religions, philosophi- 
cal doctrines, and the constitutions of nations. 
Thoughts and ideas figure prominently in human 
experience and behavior. It is around them that 
people plan their lives, and the ability to process 
them is a (if not the) uniquely human trait 
(Tulving, 2005; Suddendorf, 2006). 

The current chapter highlights the importance 
of researching this unique capacity, which we 
refer to as conscious thought. We argue that con- 
scious thought enables the processing of informa- 
tion outside of the immediate environment so as 
to help people adapt to society and culture. To 
understand this aspect of human cognition is 
essential for realizing not only how humans func- 
tion but also how they can function optimally. 
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Moreover, we think that the widespread neglect 
and skepticism about consciousness that has 
become influential in recent decades presents an 
unbalanced picture of human life and, in particu- 
lar, a major opportunity for positive psychology. 
If positive psychologists can begin to elucidate 
what consciousness can do and what beneficial, 
adaptive functions it serves in human life, they 
will help to furnish a better and more complete 
understanding of human nature than the nega- 
tively biased discussions of recent decades have 
furnished. 

At present, much of the work in social psy- 
chology emphasizes unconscious, automatic, and 
effortless mental processes. First, we take stock of 
these programs of research, including evidence 
that shows the unconscious mind is capable of 
guiding a wide range of complex behaviors. One 
consequence of this work has been that the long- 
standing and naïve view of the conscious self as 
being in charge of behavior has come under criti- 
cism. We acknowledge that conscious thought 
may not be necessary for the direct control of 
action. However, in the spirit of positive psychol- 
ogy, we propose looking for some positive value in 
what conscious thought does. Evidence suggests 
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that the contribution of conscious thought is to 
allow individuals to experience and thus respond 
to actions and events that transcend the immedi- 
ate physical environment (Schacter & Addis, 
2007; Suddendorf, 2006). To be able to process 
information in such a unique manner must 
have afforded people new and adaptive ways of 
responding. 

We suggest that conscious thought evolved to 
enable the human animal to navigate complex 
social and cultural (rather than physical) envi- 
ronments. Human consciousness enables one to 
participate in telling and understanding narra- 
tives (stories), counterfactual thinking, fantasy 
play, economic systems, religion, plan making, 
and fiction. In the present chapter, we propose 
that the purposes of these and other consciously 
communicated phenomena are to enable people 
to learn from others, coordinate their behaviors 
within large groups, and operate by shared rules 
and standards. We also remark on how conscious 
thought operates, which is through simulations 
of non-present information that can reprogram 
automatic associations and thus affect later 
behavior. Last, we suggest future directions 
for work in social and positive psychology. 
To understand conscious thought (and hence 
human nature), we suggest looking between 
people rather than within individual minds or 
brains. 

Ultimately, a well-informed positive psychol- 
ogy must include a thorough understanding of 
how conscious thought enables humans to func- 
tion within their natural, cultural environment. 
The widespread skepticism about whether con- 
sciousness does anything useful amounts to 
trashing one of humankind’s noblest and most 
distinctive attributes. We think the future of 
positive psychology should include efforts to 
rehabilitate human consciousness and recognize 
that it confers remarkable powers, even if it 
does not do everything that it was once thought 
to do. 

Conscious thought and other types of con- 
sciousness. Conscious thought, as the term is 
used in this chapter, is distinguished from at least 
one other major category of conscious phenom- 
ena. Academics from numerous disciplines 
acknowledge two major levels of consciousness 
(Damasio, 1999; Edelman, 2004; Mendl & Paul, 
2004; Panksepp, 2005). The first level describes 
the conscious awareness that deals primarily in 
feelings and sensations. The general view is that 
this lower level of consciousness is much older 
in phylogeny and is present in many if not all 
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animals (Mendl & Paul, 2004; Panksepp, 2005). 
The second level of consciousness involves the 
ability to think rationally, imagine, and reflect on 
one’s experiences. Researchers have argued that 
this level of consciousness is unique to humans 
(Damasio, 1999; Edelman, 2004) and that it is 
characterized most centrally by an ability to 
extend one’s self-awareness beyond the here and 
now as through mental time travel (Suddendorf, 
2006). This chapter is concerned with the higher 
(second) level of consciousness that is unique to 
humans, which we will refer to as conscious 
thought. To understand this ability is crucial for 
understanding those behaviors for which humans 
are uniquely designed, most prominently par- 
ticipation in complex, meaningful social systems 
and culture. 


Taking Stock: The Unconscious and Conscious 
Thought in Social Psychology 


Research on automatic and unconscious pro- 
cesses has flourished in recent decades. Below, we 
review findings that suggest the unconscious 
mind is capable of controlling a wide range of 
effortful processes, including the regulation of 
social interactions (Dijksterhuis & Bargh, 2001), 
the initiation and guidance of goal pursuit 
(Bargh, Gollwitzer, Lee-Chai, Barndollar, & 
Trötschel, 2001), and complex decision making 
(Dijksterhuis & Nordgren, 2006). We also review 
numerous lines of work that have brought the 
naive view of conscious thought as controller of 
behavior under criticism (e.g, Libet, 1985; 
Wegner, 2002). Together, these lines of work 
have been taken as indications that human con- 
sciousness is an epiphenomenon, that is, an idle 
and ineffective aspect of psychological function- 
ing. To us, and we hope to many positive psy- 
chologists, these lines of work serve as a call to 
rethink and re-characterize the role of conscious 
thought in the human psyche. 

We then review various theories and findings 
that together seem to open the door for a new 
understanding of conscious thought and its func- 
tion. In particular, recent theories suggest con- 
scious thought may be helpful for simulating 
sequences of events away from the here and now 
(Suddendorf, 2006; Schacter & Addis, 2007). 
Such a process may be the mind’s way of making 
input into itself so as to recalibrate automatic 
responses and to alter future behavior based 
on information from the social and cultural 
environment. 
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CHAPTER 12. 


The Unconscious Mind 


The notion that the unconscious mind causes and 
guides much of human behavior has become the 
prevailing view based on the previous three decades 
of psychological research (Bargh, 2006). This 
notion is both surprising and counterintuitive given 
that everyday experience instills in one a sense of 
consciously causing one's moment-to-moment 
behaviors. A food is encountered, one deliberates 
about what to do, and a decision to eat or not to 
eat is made, whereupon the person acts to imple- 
ment that decision. Yet where perceptions instill 
one with the sense of conscious control, psycho- 
logical science has uncovered repeatedly the 
invisible hand of the unconscious, pushing and 
pulling every step of the way. Apparently, most 
actions are triggered automatically in response 
to incoming cues from the external environment. 
Thus, behavior tends to follow directly from per- 
ception (the so-called perception-behavior link; 
Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996; Dijksterhuis & 
Bargh, 2001). For conscious processes to inter- 
vene causally between perception of a stimulus 
and one’s behavioral response to it is presumably 
the rare exception, rather than the usual way of 
doing things. 

Much of the research on unconscious influ- 
ences on behavior has been conducted by John 
Bargh and his colleagues (for a review, see Bargh, 
2006; Bargh & Chartrand, 1999). Their work has 
shown that numerous social behaviors are initi- 
ated automatically in response to subtle, envi- 
ronmental cues (Bargh et al., 1996). Merely 
priming people with some social category (e.g., 
the elderly) can cause them to behave in ways 
that are stereotypic of the category (e.g., walking 
slowly). Likewise, priming people with the con- 
cept of being rude can increase their willingness 
to interrupt a conversation. While initial work in 
this area primed social concepts through expo- 
sure to verbal cues, later work indicated that 
numerous kinds of information can automati- 
cally trigger changes in social behavior. People 
automatically imitate the behaviors of those 
around them (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999), adopt 
other peoples’ motivations (Aarts, Gollwitzer, & 
Hassin, 2004), and act in line with the expecta- 
tions of close others when reminded of their 
presence (Shah, 2003a; 2003b). The implication 
is that the regulation of behavior can occur quite 
automatically in response to various external 
cues. People modify their behaviors according to 
changing social environments, all without the 
conscious intention to do so. 
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Full-blown goal pursuit can also be initiated 
outside of conscious awareness. A number of 
environmental cues, including words related to 
the goal (Bargh et al., 2001), exposure to means 
for attaining the goal (Shah & Kruglanski, 2003), 
and even subtle suggestions that a goal's end 
state is desirable (Custers & Aarts, 2005), can 
automatically induce pursuit of the goal. 
Moreover, goals initiated outside of one’s aware- 
ness have many of the same features as con- 
sciously initiated goals. These include increased 
effort toward achieving the goal, resumption of 
the goal after interruption, and goal persistence 
in the face of obstacles (Bargh et al., 2001). Even 
motivational states and flexible goal striving 
may follow directly from encounters with goal- 
appropriate environments. 

The reach of the unconscious mind has also 
been extended into complex reasoning and deci- 
sion making (Dijksterhuis & Nordgren, 2006). 
Decisions reached through the unconscious pro- 
cessing of information are sometimes as good as 
or even better than choices made through con- 
scious deliberation. In research on unconscious 
thought, people are given a complex choice that 
involves tradeoffs on as many as a dozen differ- 
ent dimensions. For example, participants may 
be asked to consider which of a number of homes 
one would like to purchase, in which case one 
must consider the number of bathrooms, yard 
size, distance from work, neighborhood demo- 
graphics, and so forth. Each participant in the 
study is asked to review the multiple options and 
to choose whichever one he or she thinks is best. 
In a control condition, participants are forced to 
choose immediately upon reviewing the options. 
In a conscious thought condition, participants 
are told to deliberate for some period of time 
and then to choose whichever option is best. In 
an unconscious thought condition, participants 
read through the multiple options but are then 
distracted for some period of time, after which 
they are immediately told to make a choice. The 
surprising finding is that participants in the 
unconscious thought condition usually outper- 
form participants in both the control condition 
and the conscious thought condition, reaching 
decisions that are both objectively and subjec- 
tively better. Apparently, even complex and dif- 
ficult choices are handled well by unconscious 
processes (though for recent criticisms of this 
work, see Acker, 2008; Payne, Samper, Bettman, 
& Luce, 2008). 

Freud argued long ago that the most important 
causes of behavior originate outside of conscious 
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awareness. Social psychological research has kept 
this idea alive and well. According to a quickly 
growing body of work, the unconscious is capa- 
ble of initiating and guiding some of the most 
complex of behaviors and decisions. The dynamic 
unconscious is apparently capable of handling 
much of what people do. 


Questioning the Function of Conscious Thought 


While the number of functions attributable to 
the unconscious continues to grow, so do the rea- 
sons to doubt that conscious thought has direct 
access to or control over one’s decisions and 
behaviors. Here we review a number of critiques 
against conscious thought that suggest it may 
not be useful for the control of action. 

One major problem for the notion of con- 
sciously willed action is that thoughts are too 
delayed to initiate behavior. Libet (1985) studied 
the link between conscious thoughts and actions 
by measuring the temporal onset of both. In his 
studies, he asked individuals to perform a move- 
ment (e.g., a flick of the wrist) and to indicate the 
precise moment at which the decision to perform 
it was made. He found that people’s conscious 
decisions to act occurred a substantial portion of 
a second after the unconscious mind had already 
set the action into motion. According to this 
work, the conscious self perceives an action after 
it has already started to occur, and thus it oper- 
ates too slowly to lay claim to having initiated 
the process. 

Conscious reports about one’s decisions and 
behaviors also apparently show no reliable con- 
nection to some of their true causes. Nisbett and 
Wilson (1977) found that people will behave in 
some way and then explain that behavior to 
others in a manner that is demonstrably false or 
inaccurate. (That is, they explained the basis of 
their decision in a way that omitted one impor- 
tant factor, of which they were unaware.) 
Apparently, people explain their behaviors based 
on what is plausible or commonly expected 
rather than what actually took place. Thus, con- 
scious thought does not have access to some of 
the inner processes that influence decisions and 
guide behavior. 

Other work has emphasized the illusory 
nature of conscious will. Wegner (2002) has 
argued that people come to believe that they 
cause their behaviors because of a natural ten- 
dency to infer causation when one event pre- 
cedes another. Usually, a thought occurs, and a 
behavior consistent with that thought follows 
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closely after. Naturally, then, people perceive 
that the thought caused the behavior. However, 
Wegner showed repeatedly that people can be 
led to perceive conscious will over events that 
were caused subtly—or even quite loudly 
(Wegner, Sparrow, & Winerman, 2004)—by the 
hands of someone else. Thus, the perception of 
conscious will is not a result of any real link 
between conscious thought and action. Instead, 
conscious will is an illusion that occurs as a by- 
product of other processes. 

Everyday experience suggests that actions are 
guided by thoughts, but extant research has sug- 
gested that thoughts are too slow to directly 
guide muscle movements, that the conscious self 
is often mistaken about what caused them, and 
that conscious will is sometimes an illusion (and 
an easily manipulated one at that). Together, 
these lines of work cast serious doubt on con- 
scious efficacy, so much so that some have 
wondered out loud whether there is any func- 
tion to conscious thought at all (Bargh, 1997; 
Pockett, 2004). 


Toward Understanding the Conscious Mind 


Although we accept the possible correctness of 
research favoring unconscious control and ques- 
tioning a direct link between conscious thought 
and behavior, we emphasize that these lines of 
work point not to the uselessness of conscious 
thought but to the need to redefine how and 
what it does. Thus, in the spirit of positive psy- 
chology, we propose looking for some positive 
function of human consciousness. If conscious 
thought is not for the direct control of present 
actions, then its influence may lie elsewhere. 

There are many important reasons to be skep- 
tical of the idea that conscious thought is a feck- 
less by-product of other processes. Conscious 
processes are psychologically effortful and bio- 
logically expensive, and they seem to have 
appeared very recently in evolution. From an 
evolutionary standpoint, such an expensive 
capacity would not have survived or become so 
widespread in the species unless it conferred 
some benefit to outweigh the costs of having it. 
Conscious thought is also fairly unique to 
humans. No other animal has the ability to 
engage in conscious thought in the manner that 
humans do (Suddendorf, 2006). Presumably, this 
unique mental process allows for some useful, 
unique aspects of human life, and understanding 
those may be essential for understanding human 
nature. 
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Other animals navigate their physical envi- 
ronments and execute quite complex actions 
within them without requiring consciousness in 
the human sense. Conscious thought, then, is 
perhaps better suited to dealing with social and 
cultural environments. Indeed, evidence con- 
verges on the idea that the human brain inher- 
ited its complexity, including the capacity for 
conscious thought, in order to adapt to an 
increasingly complex social life (Dunbar, 1995; 
Tomasello, 1999). This section starts by describ- 
ing the idea that conscious thought enables a 
person to process meaningful sequences of events 
and to simulate experiences away from the here 
and now (e.g., Baars, 1998; Suddendorf, 2006), and 
we suggest this ability is best understood as serv- 
ing social and cultural purposes. These ideas are 
the seeds of what we think may be fruitful areas 
of research. Moreover, we view this functional 
approach to conscious thought as essential for 
providing positive psychology with a more com- 
plete picture of human thinking and being. 

What conscious thought is. To define human 
consciousness has proven to be an unsolvable 
task for just about every field of philosophy and 
science. It has been made difficult in part by the 
large number of seemingly disparate, conscious 
abilities that separate humans from other ani- 
mals. Human consciousness is closely associated 
with language, episodic memory, reasoning, 
theory of mind, and self-awareness, among 
others. The goal to define conscious thought has 
become in part the goal to determine which of 
the uniquely human cognitive capacities came 
first and thus allowed for the rest. Rather 
than try to resolve that debate here, we consider 
the multiple aspects of human consciousness 
together and consider what features they have in 
common, and how they might work together to 
confer on people adaptive social and cultural 
benefits. 

We emphasize two major characteristics of 
conscious thought. First, conscious thought is 
characterized as the construction of meaningful 
sequences of events. This notion is consistent 
with numerous dual-process theories that equate 
the conscious, controlled system with the ability 
to reason, follow rules, and otherwise engage in 
serial information processing (Epstein, 1994; 
Evans, 2003; Kahneman, 2003; Sloman, 1996). 
An entire suite of uniquely human cognitive 
abilities falls under this umbrella. Humans can 
think logically, combine words and sentences 
into meaningful language, and engage in narra- 
tive storytelling. Each of these involves the 
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capacity to process sequences of events in a 
meaningful manner. 

Another defining aspect of conscious thought 
is that it allows people to experience, process, and 
simulate non-present events (Hesslow, 2005; 
Suddendorf, 2006). To think in sequences implies 
the manipulation of information through time, 
and this is precisely what conscious thought 
enables the human animal to do. Most animals 
are stuck in the present (Roberts, 2002), but 
humans have the ability to think of themselves, 
other people, and their needs and motivations as 
existing and changing through time (Schacter & 
Addis, 2007; Suddendorf, 2006; Tulving, 2005). 

Conscious thought enables sharing of social 
and cultural information. We propose that con- 
scious thought processes are for social and cul- 
tural functioning. It has become axiomatic in 
social psychology to describe humans as social 
animals (Aronson, 1972), but humans have 
adapted to a social structure that is much more 
complex than those of other animals, namely 
culture. To share information and to rely on 
others on such a large scale is a new and much 
more advanced way of being social. This section 
focuses on the various ways that conscious 
thought serves as the interface between the 
human animal and culture. 

The most obvious means by which people 
share information with others is through lan- 
guage, for which conscious thought is crucial. 
Everything people say passes through conscious- 
ness. The unconscious, automatic system seems 
capable of responding only to single words 
(Baars, 2002; Greenwald & Liu, 1985). In con- 
trast, conscious thought can combine words in 
order to create and derive meaning from the 
interactions between them. Full-fledged lan- 
guage beyond single words and ideas is crucial 
for transmitting information across individuals. 

A common form of information that relies in 
large part on language is structured narrative. 
Narratives have been described as the funda- 
mental constituent of human thought and com- 
munication (Bruner, 2002; Schank & Abelson, 
1995), and conscious rehearsal plays a crucial 
role in developing and processing them (Wegner, 
Quillian, & Houston, 1996). Moreover, structure 
narratives are crucial for learning from social 
events (Costabile & Klein, 2008), and they are 
perhaps the most common means for transmit- 
ting information about social life (e.g., Baumeister, 
Zhang, & Vohs, 2004; Mar & Oatley, 2008). 

Another major form of information exchange 
involves the sharing of systems of rules. Some of 
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these systems are relatively hard and fast, as in 
the areas of logical reasoning, math, and science. 
These rules are (presumably) objectively true, 
but most people learn them from the social and 
cultural environment. In addition, use of these 
rules greatly facilitates participation in cultural 
life. Planning, coordinating behavior within large 
groups, and managing large amounts of resources 
all benefit immensely from counting and quanti- 
fication. Also, many social interactions and 
exchanges operate on the assumption that all 
parties are relying on the same system of rules 
and numbers (Basu & Waymire, 2006). To under- 
stand and use these systems of rules requires the 
capacity for conscious thought (De Neys, 2006; 
DeWall, Baumeister, & Masicampo, 2008). 
Indeed, logical reasoning is one of the greatest 
powers of the human psyche. Our own experi- 
ments have shown that the unconscious is not 
able to reason effectively, try as it might (DeWall 
et al., 2008; see also Lieberman, Gaunt, Gilbert & 
Trope, 2002). Libet’s demonstrations that con- 
scious thought may be dispensable in initiating 
wrist movements seem trivial in comparison to 
its capacity for logical reasoning. 

Other systems of rules include governments, 
religions, and economic markets. These socially 
shared realities influence individuals in ways 
that physical reality does not. The rules by which 
the physical world operates do not constrain 
one’s ability to grab any item in a store and walk 
out without paying, but the rules by which most 
social environments (including governments, 
religions, and economies) operate do not allow 
such behavior to occur. If it does occur, serious 
negative repercussions follow. 

Conscious thought enables individuals to 
learn about, live by, and enforce social rules 
for behavior. Indeed, human thought processes 
may be best suited to evaluating adherence to 
social rules, as evidenced by the ease with which 
people can spot cheaters (Cosmides, 1989). 
Moreover, social psychological research has 
begun to show that enforcement of these con- 
sciously learned and processed rules promotes 
social functions. Both the productivity and cohe- 
siveness of large groups suffer when their mem- 
bers cheat, freeload, or otherwise game the 
structure as through social loafing (e.g., Latané, 
Williams, & Harkins, 1979). Honor codes, how- 
ever, which are promoted in many social systems, 
can greatly decrease if not eliminate the natural 
tendency to cheat (Mazar & Ariely, 2006). When 
groups implement the punishment of cheaters, 
prosocial behavior increases and this benefits 
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both individuals and the group as a whole in the 
long run (Gachter, Renner & Sefton, 2008). 
Moreover, even unconscious reminders of social 
systems can promote prosociality. Subliminal 
reminders of god have been shown to increase 
the amount of money allocated to anonymous 
strangers in an economic game (Shariff & 
Norenzayan, 2007). Among American college 
students, exposure to subliminal images of the 
United States flag has been shown to increase 
egalitarian thinking and decrease hostile atti- 
tudes toward a stigmatized outgroup (Butz, 
Plant, & Doerr, 2007). In these latter examples, 
the most proximal causes of the prosocial 
responses were unconscious. However, the 
manipulations could almost certainly not have 
had such an effect without some prior conscious 
processing of religious and national ideals and at 
least some endorsement of their meaning. To 
participate in social systems involves learning to 
live by rules, expectations, and potential conse- 
quences (e.g., arrest or eternal damnation) that 
are never directly observed or experienced. Yet 
the conscious sharing and processing of these 
ideas ensure that they can have a profound 
impact on individuals’ behaviors. 

Conscious thought enables people to share 
information of numerous forms, including 
through language, narratives, logical reasoning, 
and larger social realities like nations and reli- 
gions. These forms of input differ considerably 
from the moment-to-moment environmental 
cues that trigger the unconscious, automatic 
system. While external cues are sufficient to 
enable action initiation and behavioral guidance, 
conscious processing of information enables 
social and cultural functioning. 

Conscious thought affects behavior indirectly. 
People obtain information from the cultural envi- 
ronment, but how does that information influence 
behavior? Consciously processed information 
affects behavior indirectly by providing feedback 
to the unconscious systems that guide behavior. 
Conscious thought helps to reprogram attitudes 
and automatic responses, and those changes in 
turn manifest as altered future behavior. 

Conscious thought recalibrates the automatic 
system (e.g, Cosmides & Tooby, 2000; Tooby & 
Cosmides, 2005). One way it does this is by caus- 
ing novel responses to be formed toward simu- 
lated objects and events. Mentally simulated 
experience mimics actual experience, and it does 
so well enough to elicit many of the same percep- 
tual responses as actual experience (Hesslow, 
2002). As a result, one can simulate an experience 
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and learn from it as if it were real. The phenom- 
enon of phobias is a good illustration of this pro- 
cess (e.g., Bogels & Zigterman, 2000; Ottaviani 
& Beck, 1987). Phobics engage in undesirable 
thought patterns, such as repeatedly imagining 
some unlikely but tragic series of events. A spider 
phobic may have the habit of simulating nega- 
tive experiences with spiders, including being 
bitten or injured in some dramatic manner. Even 
if no actual negative experience with a spider 
occurs, repeated simulations are sufficient for 
solidifying the novel aversion (toward spiders) 
and the accompanying automatic response (to flee 
when a spider is near). 

The way people plan is also evidence of the 
recalibration process in action. The likelihood of 
performing some desired future action is greatly 
increased simply by committing to an imple- 
mentation intention, or a specific plan of action 
in the form of an if-then statement (e.g., if x 
happens, then I will do y; Gollwitzer, 1999; 
Gollwitzer & Schaal, 1998). Formation of an 
implementation intention works by allowing a 
person to pass control of the desired action to the 
automatic system, or else to the specified exter- 
nal cue. Once the cue is encountered, the behav- 
ior is executed. Apparently, by committing to the 
plan, one internalizes the novel automatic link 
from perception to behavior. Indeed, such plans 
to act are successful even when the person is 
consciously distracted at the moment the critical 
cue is encountered (Brandstatter, Lengfelder, & 
Gollwitzer, 2001), suggesting that conscious 
thought is essential for making the plan (i.e., 
reprogramming the automatic response) but not 
for initiating the action. 

Information from others can be used to recali- 
brate automatic, physiological responses. Telling 
someone that a tone will be followed by a shock 
is sufficient to cause the person to exhibit 
increases in skin conductance in response to the 
tone (Cook & Harris, 1937). Likewise, a learned 
skin conductance response (e.g., aversion to a 
tone that has been paired many times over with 
a shock) can be greatly reduced by telling a 
person that the usual consequence will no longer 
occur (Colgan, 1970). Thus, conscious thought 
via language enables people to acquire informa- 
tion from others that can be used to form new 
ways of responding. 

These numerous lines of work show how con- 
scious thought can influence behavior in an indi- 
rect but nevertheless impactful way. The notion 
that conscious thought provides input to auto- 
matic responses rather than exerts direct control 
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over behavior helps to address the problem that 
conscious thought is too slow to guide action (Libet, 
1985). Automatic associations may drive behavior, 
but conscious thought can influence behavior by 
reprogramming those associations. Thus, conscious 
thought processes social and cultural information 
(in the form of meaningful, sequential thought) 
and uses that information (through plans, mental 
simulations, etc.) so that the unconscious system 
can respond appropriately. 


Moving Forward: Conscious Thought at the 
Animal-Culture Interface 


Numerous theories and findings have paved a 
wide road for moving toward a science of con- 
scious thought. As reviewed above, ample work 
in social psychology has focused on automatic 
processes, often with the conclusion that the 
unconscious mind is capable of directing much if 
not all of human behavior (e.g., Bargh, 2006). 
But the scope of this work is limited only to those 
processes that occur within the individual, that 
are old in phylogeny, and that are likely to be 
homologous with most other animals. There has 
been some work on unconscious social behaviors, 
but it has mostly employed subtle reminders of 
others (e.g, Shah, 2003a; 2003b) in place of 
verbal communication, information exchange, 
and other everyday cultural phenomena. Future 
work ought to look to these latter processes, 
which require conscious forms of thinking and 
sharing. Conscious thought is a defining compo- 
nent of human life, even if its influence on 
behavior is indirect. To seek a more thorough 
understanding of how conscious thought func- 
tions is crucial for understanding human nature. 
Conscious thought and most of what it does is 
a phenomenon of complex society and culture. 
This includes imagining, mathematical problem 
solving, role playing, reasoning logically, reading 
fiction, participating in religion, and investing in 
the stock market. To understand conscious 
thought, future work will need to look between 
the individuals in culture as well as within them. 
First, we review potential areas of inquiry into 
the intrapersonal aspects of culture, including 
how cultural information is processed by indi- 
viduals and what effects those processes have on 
behavior. Then, we review potential areas of 
inquiry into the more interpersonal processes 
involved in culture, including research into the 
kinds of information people share and how that 
information is shared between them. 
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Intrapersonal Aspects of Conscious 
Thought and Culture 


How do individuals process and ultimately 
become affected by culturally transmitted infor- 
mation? One challenge in this area will be to 
understand the functioning of imagination, 
mental simulations, and planning, which all 
play a crucial role in translating cultural infor- 
mation into the appropriate behavioral responses. 
A second challenge will be to understand the role 
of shared realities and systems of rules, includ- 
ing nation states, mathematical concepts, and 
even fictional environments, in the regulation of 
everyday behavior. 

How does simulated information translate 
into changes in automatic responding? A large 
body of work has already started to address 
this question, as reviewed previously in this 
chapter. Research on implementation intentions 
(Gollwitzer, 1999) has shown that commitment 
to simple but specific plans can alter automatic 
responses. Other lines of work have suggested 
that verbal communication from others can alter 
automatic responses (Cook & Harris, 1937; 
Colgan, 1970) and that novel responses may be 
altered via affective responses to mental simula- 
tions (Cosmides & Tooby, 2000; see also 
Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall, & Zhang, 2007). The 
relationship between these various means for 
altering automatic responses is one area for 
future inquiry. One possibility is that they each 
involve a single mechanism. If so, mental simu- 
lation is a likely candidate. Thus, implementation 
intentions may rely on a person’s ability to envi- 
sion the future behavior. Moreover, other aspects 
of simulations (e.g., vividness, perspective) may 
determine whether conscious thoughts can 
translate into changes in behavior. 

Future work may also examine when simula- 
tions take place. Simulation is a key component 
of behavior change, but the antecedents of simu- 
lation are not yet understood. One possibility is 
that conscious thoughts and rumination occur in 
response to negative feedback (e.g., goal failure; 
Bongers & Dijksterhuis, 2009; Martin & Tesser, 
1989) or motivational conflict (Morsella, 2005). 
Future work must address more specifically 
when and how information enters into the 
stream of conscious thought. This question is 
particularly important given the vast amount of 
information from the external environment that 
is processed unconsciously from moment to 
moment. Some processes presumably filter and 
monitor these vast amounts of input so as to 
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consciously process only the most necessary 
parts. 

A related issue is whether and when informa- 
tion from others (e.g., in everyday conversation) 
is translated into full-blown mental simulation. 
Extant research suggests that all language com- 
prehension involves some degree of mental sim- 
ulation (e.g., Glenberg & Kaschak, 2002; Kaschak 
& Glenberg, 2000), yet presumably not all lan- 
guage processing requires the full-blown simu- 
lation. It is important to distinguish between 
shallow processing and full simulation insofar as 
information is more likely to influence one’s 
behavior when one is asked to imagine and sim- 
ulate that information in full (Gregory, Cialdini, 
& Carpenter, 1982). Numerous features of com- 
munication may influence the extent to which 
information is simulated, including the nature of 
the information shared, the motivational state of 
the person receiving that information, and the 
traits of the person who is offering it. 

What different forms do simulations take? 
One variable is the perspective of the simulation, 
which can be in either first- or third-person. 
Recent work has found that third-person simu- 
lations are better than first-person simulations 
for growing beyond one’s past self (Libby, Eibach, 
& Gilovich, 2005) and for realizing simulated 
future behaviors (Libby, Shaeffer, Eibach, & 
Slemmer, 2007). Future work may determine 
what causes a person to simulate from one per- 
spective instead of another, and how these simu- 
lations affect other forms of thinking (e.g., 
consumption of fiction). In addition, there may 
be other features of simulations that determine 
how they exert their influence. The type of con- 
tent that simulations seek out may be variable. 
Recent research distinguishes between process- 
oriented simulations, which focus on possible 
paths of action, and outcome-oriented simula- 
tions, which focus on possible end results 
(e.g., Escalas & Luce, 2004). Individual differ- 
ences in simulation vividness have been docu- 
mented as well (Marks, 1973), and these can 
have a profound impact on how conscious 
thought operates. In addition, some simulations 
may favor certain modalities. Simulated experi- 
ence can presumably mean simulated sight, 
simulated sound, or a combination of both 
(Baddeley & Hitch, 1974). These factors and 
numerous others may alter the influence of 
simulations. 

Introspection is the ability to access one’s 
inner states, including perhaps one’s responses to 
both real and simulated experience. Research on 
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introspection has spent considerable time in the 
proverbial closet (Locke, 2009), yet everyone 
accesses inner processes every day and commu- 
nicates them with others. Introspective efficacy 
has been criticized in the past, but a more sym- 
pathetic approach to introspection ought to note 
that only some aspects of introspection are 
demonstrably inaccurate. Introspective efficacy 
may falter when it is judged by its grasp of spe- 
cific details such as the causes for one’s behavior 
(Nisbett & Wilson, 1977), but that may be an 
unfair standard by which to judge introspective 
usefulness. One area where access to inner states 
is perhaps more accurate is in simple approach or 
avoidance judgments, as in reports of whether 
one likes or dislikes a person, object, or event. 
If someone dislikes a person, there is presumably 
a good reason for the opinion regardless of 
whether she can pinpoint its cause. Such a judg- 
ment is not information rich, yet it could none- 
theless be immensely adaptive, particularly if 
communicated for the benefit of close others, 
such as friends and family. Future research on 
introspection may focus on these and other 
simple judgments, as well as the sharing of these 
judgments with others. 

While a specific mental simulation can work 
to alter a single, automatic response, thoughts 
and simulations over months and years may 
weave entire systems of rules into new ways of 
behaving. What are the characteristics of these 
systems and what purpose do they serve? One 
crucial issue is whether and how each system’s 
various rules influence behavior so as to benefit 
the individuals and groups. One may expect that 
systems tend to promote rules that foster group 
functioning. Research on perceptions of free will 
is consistent with this idea. Many belief systems 
work to instill their members with a sense of free 
will and volition, and recent work has suggested 
that such perceptions promote prosocial behav- 
ior. Manipulating disbelief in free will has been 
shown to lead to an increase in cheating and 
stealing (Vohs & Schooler, 2008). Other work 
has found that similar procedures can increase 
aggression and decrease helping (Baumeister, 
Masicampo, & DeWall, 2009). Thus, free will 
beliefs seem hugely beneficial for group func- 
tioning. Other shared rules, such as punishment 
for violations of group norms, have been shown 
to increase prosocial behavior in the short term 
and both individual and group gains in the long 
term (Gachter et al., 2008). Future work is needed 
to continue to examine cultural rules and beliefs 
and the social functions that they serve. 
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Another issue regarding systems of rules and 
beliefs concerns the boundary between endorse- 
ment of an idea and understanding of it. One 
view of understanding is that it cannot be entirely 
objective, so that one must at some level also 
believe and accept it so as to grasp its full mean- 
ing. If this view were true, one implication would 
hold that mere knowledge of rules (rather than 
conscious endorsement of them) could influence 
behavior. Indeed, recent work has shown that 
priming of god concepts can increase prosocial 
behavior regardless of individual differences in 
religiosity (Shariff & MNorenzayan, 2007). 
Presumably, the knowledge of religious ideals 
alone is sufficient for causing one’s behavior to 
conform to them in certain contexts. This phe- 
nomenon, if common to other concepts and ideas, 
may have important implications for the sharing 
of information in culture. 

Other cultural systems dictate rules for think- 
ing and managing information rather than for 
regulating behavior. These include the relatively 
objective systems of math and logic. Unlike 
nations or religious institutions, these systems do 
not specify what social behaviors one can or 
cannot do. But they are still crucial for social func- 
tioning. Mostly, these systems behave as a shared 
means for organizing behavior, as when using 
money, calendars, clocks, maps, and other imple- 
mentations of math, science, and technology. How 
these phenomena help to regulate behavior is one 
important issue. Another important and more 
elusive issue is how these apparently objective 
systems interface with other systems of rules. 
How does knowledge of science interact with reli- 
gious beliefs? Some theories attribute supernatu- 
ral thinking (e.g., the belief in spirits, souls, and 
ghosts) to incompatibilities in multiple systems of 
rules, namely between physical rules and psycho- 
logical ones (Bloom, 2004). People deal with 
countless different systems of rules and beliefs, so 
an understanding of how those interact is neces- 
sary for understanding how people operate within 
their cultural environments. 

This list of future directions is by no means 
exhaustive, but its contents have been chosen to 
illustrate that beyond the direct control of action 
remains a wide array of means through which 
conscious thought may serve positive functions. 
We propose that to operate within complex social 
systems may be the purpose of most uniquely 
human cognitive capacities, including conscious 
thought. Indeed, multiple perspectives have argued 
that thinking is for social doing (Cosmides, 1989; 
Haidt, 2007). Thus, how people think and how they 
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translate such thoughts into doing remains an 
important area of inquiry for positive psychology. 


Interpersonal Aspects of Conscious 
Thought and Culture 


To appreciate that conscious thought is for simu- 
lating experiences and processing information 
means also appreciating that culture is about 
sharing these experiences and information with 
others. As conscious thought is not merely a 
by-product of other mental processes, so culture 
is not merely a by-product of other ways of 
being social. Rather, culture is a new way of 
being social that entails benefits over and above 
the other types. Thus, future research ought to 
examine what happens between people to create 
culture, including what kinds of information 
people share, how that information is shared 
between them, and the individual processes that 
cause people to share them. 

Participation in culture requires a set of social 
cognitive skills for obtaining information from 
others, and future work may begin to examine 
these. To whom do people look for information, 
and to whom are people willing to listen? One 
obstacle for navigation of information-rich envi- 
ronments is figuring out who has the right infor- 
mation. Many cultures seem designed to facilitate 
this. Most societies use systems for marking 
expertise, such as by conferring degrees, honors, 
and titles. An appreciation for the psychology of 
these systems is important, and future research 
ought also to look into the more natural ways 
that prestige, skill, and knowledge are marked 
and perceived in cultural circles (e.g., Reyes- 
Garcia et al., 2008). Leadership is a related phe- 
nomenon, inasmuch as individuals are more 
likely to consider leading figures as reliable 
sources for information (Berger, Cohen, & 
Zelditch, 1972). Trust may also be a key factor 
when communicating with others (White, 2005) 
or when engaging in economic exchange (Lynch, 
Kent, & Srinivasan, 2001). Perception of such 
qualities in others is likely to be an essential skill 
for living in culture, and thus for living in the 
natural human environment. 

Another issue pertains to the kinds of infor- 
mation people seek from others. Much of the 
information exchanged between individuals may 
serve basic, pragmatic functions, such as to help 
one find a meal or make one’s way home. Yet 
much of the information that people actively 
consume is purely fictional. Recent theories 
suggest that the function of fiction is to enable 
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social learning (Mar & Oatley, 2008). This is 
consistent with theories of fantasy play as cru- 
cial for social learning in children (Singer & 
Singer, 1990) and of gossip as a tool for cultural 
learning (Baumeister et al., 2004). However, 
future work may consider whether all forms of 
media consumption serve a similar learning 
function, or whether they also serve as a proxy 
for other needs and desires (e.g., the need to 
belong; see Epley, Waytz, & Cacioppo, 2007). 

Other animals exchange and share food, pro- 
tection, and shelter. However, humans, as cultural 
animals, must share much more than that. What 
inner processes motivate participation in culture? 
One possibility is that, as members of large social 
and cultural networks, people have a fundamen- 
tal motivation to contribute resources to their 
group. If so, the ability to contribute may partly 
determine one’s happiness and well-being. Work 
has shown that volunteering and helping others 
can be beneficial to one’s self-esteem and well- 
being (Midlarsky, Fagin-Jones, & Nemeroff, 2006; 
Thoits & Hewitt, 2001), and more recent work 
has shown that giving gifts to others can increase 
positive feelings (Dunn, Aknin, & Norton, 2008). 
Thus, contributing physical resources is benefi- 
cial, and perhaps contributing to culture (e.g., via 
skill or information sharing) is also important. 
People may derive well-being out of providing 
informational support to others (e.g., as in trans- 
active memory systems; Wegner, Erber, & 
Raymond, 1991) and by feeling like active par- 
ticipants in their individual social and cultural 
circles. Indeed, people expend considerable time 
and resources into gaining prestige, or else they 
will go to great lengths, often hindering close 
others, so as to appear competent in domains that 
do not overlap with the skill areas of those around 
them (Tesser, 1988). The need to contribute 
uniquely to culture, if proven to be a real, moti- 
vating force in the human psyche, may provide a 
new lens with which to view a number of social 
phenomena. People need to belong, but they may 
also want to be useful to those around them. 

To participate in culture, one must be able to 
process information from that culture as well as 
participate in information sharing within the 
culture. In this section, we have reviewed numer- 
ous aspects of intrapersonal functioning that 
may be involved in simulating cultural informa- 
tion so that behaviors may be altered in response 
to the cultural environment. We also reviewed 
numerous aspects of sharing within the culture, 
including the skills and motivations that may 
be needed for contributing information and for 
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efficiently obtaining information from others. 
Future work will be needed to examine these 
capacities and understand how they are acquired 
and honed throughout the lifetime. 


Conclusion 


Happiness is conscious too, after all. We have 
proposed that an understanding of consciousness 
and conscious processes holds considerable 
promise for positive psychology. Such an under- 
standing would overcome the prevailing, nega- 
tive tendencies to dismiss one of the most 
powerful and remarkable capacities of the human 
psyche as a feckless epiphenomon. Indeed, eluci- 
dating the value of consciousness would enable 
positive psychology to make a contribution to 
one of the greatest problems in Western intel- 
lectual history, namely what consciousness does 
and how it fits into the human mind. 

Before closing, we want to point out that an 
understanding of consciousness seems a natural 
direction for positive psychology to take. One of 
the great contributions positive psychology has 
already made is to raise the dignity and impor- 
tance of studying happiness. Happiness is, in the 
final analysis, a state of consciousness. It makes 
no sense to speak of making people happy in a 
way that would elude their consciousness so that 
they do not realize they are happy and continue 
to think they are no different from before. 
Change in conscious experience is the sine qua 
non of happiness. 

We think that is just the beginning. All human 
experience is by definition conscious; what never 
enters consciousness is not experienced (though 
it may have other consequences, as we have 
reviewed). To the extent that positive psychol- 
ogy aims to improve human experience, its goals 
lie within the province of consciousness. 

For these reasons also, then, we urge positive 
psychologists to take up the study of conscious- 
ness. Understanding what it is and how it works 
will inform most aspects of the positive psychol- 
ogy enterprise. Plus, as we have said, understand- 
ing consciousness is a grand end in itself, and any 
contribution positive psychology can make will 
echo through multiple disciplines. In short, 
advances in understanding consciousness will 
enable positive psychology to make a lasting 
mark in intellectual history. 

Concluding remarks. Positive psychology 
must begin to examine conscious thought in 
order to gain a more complete understanding of 


12_Sheldon_Chapter-12.indd 185 


® 


FINDING POSITIVE VALUE IN HUMAN CONSCIOUSNESS 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


185 


human functioning. By doing so, it can advance 
its purview, improve its practice, and make last- 
ing contributions to intellectual history. Recent 
work on unconscious, automatic processes has 
brought the importance of conscious thought 
into question (e.g., Bargh, 2006; Dijksterhuis & 
Nordgren, 2006; Libet, 1985; Wegner, 2002), in 
the best tradition of negative psychology! 
Apparently, conscious thought is not the control- 
ler of behavior, as naïve views have held. Rather, 
unconscious processes appear to guide most of 
what people do. Yet to treat individuals as autom- 
ata that respond only to the immediate physical 
environment seems immensely incomplete and 
inaccurate. Unconscious automata do not drool 
over the memory of yesterday’s breakfast, fear 
invisible gods, or play cops and robbers. These 
and similar thought processes are a ubiquitous 
feature of the human experience. A complete 
psychology must account for their presence. 

We have suggested that conscious thought 
exerts a powerful albeit indirect influence on 
human behavior. Numerous perspectives are 
converging on the notion that conscious thought 
is designed for processing information, con- 
structing sequences of events, and simulating 
experiences away from the here and now 
(Suddendorf, 2006; Tulving, 2005; Schacter & 
Addis, 2007). Such a process may be indispens- 
able for participating in complex social systems 
such as culture. Reframing conscious thought as 
a tool for adapting the human animal to cultural 
life can serve as a helpful framework for future 
research. In this chapter, we have outlined some 
of the processes through which conscious thought 
may influence human behavior indirectly, includ- 
ing through planning and mental simulation. 
These are the mechanisms that enable an indi- 
vidual to play an active role in cultural practices 
and institutions. Thus, to examine these and the 
other psychological processes that enable and 
motivate cultural sharing and learning is essen- 
tial for understanding human nature. 
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Personality Traits and the Potential of 


Positive Psychology 


Robert R. McCrae 


As an undergraduate at the end of the 1960s, 
I devised a grandiose scheme for saving the world 
that I called cultural therapy’: “the deliberate 
and cooperative effort to remold our culture to 
fit intrinsic human needs, through an under- 
standing of the nature of culture and man [sic].” 
I argued (correctly, I think) that we needed to 
change more than simply the economic or politi- 
cal system in order to reform society, and I 
assumed (incorrectly, I fear) that humanistic 
psychologists like Fromm, Maslow, and Rogers 
had identified clear paths toward ideal psycho- 
logical development. If we created a culture that 
provided freedom, insight, and unconditional 
positive regard, succeeding generations would be 
blessed with courage, creativity, and love. 

In retrospect, the saving grace of my naive 
proposal was that it was intended to be funda- 
mentally empirical: We should try social experi- 
ments and see what worked. Positive psycho 
logists, who share many ideals with the earlier 
humanistic psychologists, are also wisely devoted 
to empiricism (e.g., Ong & Van Dulmen, 2007; 
Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005) and 
open to the kind of criticism that is seen in this 
volume. My contribution is to argue that the 
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understanding of culture and human nature 
essential for positive psychology includes the 
perspective of trait psychology. 


Taking Stock 


At the end of the 1970s, Paul Costa and I exam- 
ined data from the longitudinal Normative Aging 
Study and came to two conclusions: Psychological 
well-being is strongly influenced by personality 
traits, and traits themselves are quite stable over 
long periods of time (Costa & McCrae, 1980a, 
1980b). Both of these broad generalizations have 
been supported by subsequent research (Roberts 
& DelVecchio, 2000; Steel, Schmidt, & Shultz, 
2008; Terracciano, Costa, & McCrae, 2006). 
Together, these findings seem to imply that psy- 
chological well-being must, in the long run, also 
be stable: Happiness is not so much a matter of 
what we have or what we do; it is a matter of who 
we are. Add to these findings the oft-replicated 
observation that personality traits are substan- 
tially inherited (Riemann, Angleitner, & Strelau, 
1997), and the resulting picture appears to be one 
of psychological fatalism: Some people are born 
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to be happy, others are destined to lives of unhap- 
piness (Lykken & Tellegen, 1996). Worse yet, the 
same logic applies to many other attributes that 
are associated with stable, heritable personality 
traits, including hope, humor, wisdom, gratitude, 
and personal growth (e.g, Schmutte & Ryff, 
1997; Staudinger, Maciel, Smith, & Baltes, 1998). 
Given the centrality of all these constructs to the 
enterprise of positive psychology, traits seem to 
set formidable barriers to its success. 

Many positive psychologists are aware of 
these challenges (e.g., Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & 
Schkade, 2005), but they may be less familiar 
with the more heartening lessons of trait psy- 
chology. A careful consideration of the data 
shows that the inferential leap from observed 
trait stability to ironclad destiny is unwarranted. 
Traits and their stability are in many respects 
desirable. Persistence of individual differences 
does not preclude group-level changes, and most 
data show that normative trait development 
leads to greater maturity. Theoretically, traits can 
be distinguished from acquired characteristic 
adaptations, and the latter offer greater opportu- 
nities for intervention. In this chapter I hope to 
offer a more nuanced picture of the implications 
of traits for the goals of positive psychology. 


Traits and Positive Psychology 


Proper Inferences 


The syllogism happiness depends on traits, traits 
are stable, ergo happiness is fixed can be faulted 
on both logical and empirical grounds. Trait psy- 
chology is based on statistical associations, and 
correlations need not imply causality. Further, 
associations are probabilistic, leaving a good deal 
of room for deviations from any presumed des- 
tiny. The facts seem to be this: 


1. Rank-order consistency of personality 
increases with age and decreases over 
longer retest intervals (Roberts & 
DelVecciho, 2000). By the 30s, however, 
observed 10-year retest correlations for the 
five broad personality factors—Neuroticism, 
Extraversion, Openness, Agreeableness, and 
Conscientiousness—are about .80; retest 
reliabilities are near .90 (Terracciano et al., 
2006). By disattenuating, we can estimate 
that about .80/.90 = 89% of the true score 
variance is stable over this interval. Stability 
declines over longer intervals but seems to 
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approach a non-zero asymptote, so that 
perhaps as much as 80% of true trait 
variance is stable across the full adult 
lifespan (Terracciano et al., 2006). This is 
remarkable stability, but it leaves at least 
20% of the variance in true scores free to 
vary over time. 


. The longitudinal studies from which stability 


estimates are obtained are observational; 
they tell us what happened to a particular 
cohort assessed at a particular time. Enough 
studies have been conducted with different 
instruments, populations, and times of 
measurement to be fairly confident that trait 
stability is high under most of the conditions 
in which modern humans live. The kinds of 
events that people routinely encounter do 
not tend to have a net effect that markedly 
changes trait levels. But this does not mean 
that specific interventions might not have 
such effects. Religious conversions, traumatic 
events, or effective psychotherapy might 

in principle make dramatic and lasting 
changes. Such dramatic changes have not 

yet been documented, but they cannot be 
ruled out. 


. Estimates of heritability vary with the study 


design. In a family study in Sardinia (Pilia 
et al., 2006), additive (narrow) heritability 
estimates from self-report data ranged from 
.20 for C to .32 for O. Twin studies of 
self-reports typically report broad 
heritabilities (including dominance effects) 
close to .50 for all factors (Jang, McCrae, 
Angleitner, Riemann, & Livesley, 1998). 
Using structural modeling on self- and 
peer-reports of the five factors, Riemann, 
Angleitner, and Strelau (1997) reported 
heritabilities of estimated true scores 
ranging from .66 to .79. This upper-bound 
estimate implies that as much as a third of 
trait variance is not heritable. It might be 
attributed to other biological influences 
such as disease or diet, but it might also be 
due to purely psychological experience. 


. The effect of personality traits on subjective 


well-being at any given time is large 
compared to other predictors such as age, 
race, education, and income (Costa & 
McCrae, 1984), but generally modest to 
moderate in an absolute sense. Steel, 
Schmidt, and Shultz (2008) provided the 
largest estimated effect—63%—by 
disattentuating a multiple correlation of 
personality traits with subjective well-being. 
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Even here at least a third of well-being at 
any given time is unrelated to personality. 
The same is likely to be true for other 
personality correlates, such as wisdom or 
gratitude, and all unaccounted variance 
points to a potential for interventions. 

5. Multi-wave longitudinal studies of life 
satisfaction show strong short-term stability 
(about two-thirds of the variance is stable 
over one year) and modest to moderate 
long-term stability (about one-third of 
the variance), with the rest of the variance 
attributed to state changes in life satisfaction 
and error (Lucas & Donnellan, 2007). As 
these authors note, “there is room for 
change” (p. 1097). 


These data justify cautious optimism about 
the prospects for increasing well-being and other 
desirable psychological outcomes. Traits are not 
immutable, and they are not the sole determi- 
nant of well-being. Caution is still needed, how- 
ever, because it cannot be assumed that all 
non-trait sources of variance are controllable. 
Accidents, disease, war, and injustice are part of 
the human condition, and they also may limit 
the impact that psychological interventions can 
have on well-being (see Lucas, 2007). 


A Positive Spin on Traits 


Given the important, though not determinative, 
role of traits in human life, it is useful for posi- 
tive psychologists to understand that many of 
the findings of trait psychology can be consid- 
ered good news. The first of these is the fact of 
stability itself (McCrae, Terracciano, & Khoury, 
2007). Although some may view stability as 
stagnation, for most people it is instead a source 
of predictability and security. Crafting a satisfy- 
ing life structure requires long-term planning, 
and a reasonably stable identity is essential. 
Why would one go to graduate school if one’s 
intellectual interests were likely to disappear in a 
few years? How could one decide between an 
exciting urban environment and a secluded rural 
home if Extraversion varied as much as fashion? 
People make plans for the future based on what 
appeals to them now; these plans would be use- 
less without continuity of personality. 

Stability is equally important in our dealings 
with others. Employers select applicants they 
presume will continue to show enthusiasm, ini- 
tiative, or responsibility. Presidential candidates 
are chosen in part based on perceptions of 
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character, with the implicit understanding that 
their behavior as president can be predicted from 
their past actions and reactions. People sometime 
marry a partner whose habits, attitudes, and dis- 
positions they hope to change, but judging from 
letters to advice columnists, this is ill-advised. 

Most people acknowledge traits as an authen- 
tic part of their identity (cf. Sheldon, Ryan, 
Rawsthorne, & Ilardi, 1997) and recognize that 
their trait profile is relatively stable (Herbst, 
McCrae, Costa, Feaganes, & Siegler, 2000). They 
can do so with relative equanimity because most 
traits are either beneficial or neutral. Half the 
population is above average in cheerfulness, 
altruism, industriousness, and aesthetic appreci- 
ation; for this lucky half, the prospect that they 
are likely to be happy, giving, productive, and 
responsive to beauty for years to come must be 
very pleasing. Although controversy persists 
over whether the dimensions of the Five-Factor 
Model of personality traits (FFM; Digman, 1990) 
are truly orthogonal (McCrae et al., 2008), they 
are at least approximately independent. If, there- 
fore, we assign each of the five factors a desirable 
and an undesirable pole and divide the popula- 
tion at the median of each, then half the people 
have at least three desirable traits, and 97% (31 
of 32 possible profiles) have at least one desirable 
trait. At the more differentiated facet level, vir- 
tually everyone can boast of a few personality 
strengths. 

In fact, the situation is even better than this 
because some traits that are generally considered 
undesirable by psychologists may be valued 
by those who have them (Konstabel, 2007). 
Antagonistic people take pride in their skepticism 
and toughness. Closed individuals staunchly defend 
their traditionalism; they do not feel deprived 
because they lack refined feelings or intellectual 
curiosity. Those low in Conscientiousness may 
covet the rewards of hard work but are happy 
to pass on the work itself. Introverts value the 
solitude they seek (Burger, 1995). Only high 
Neuroticism is perhaps without redeeming 
attractions, which may explain why abnormal 
psychology for so long had priority over positive 
psychology. 

Finally, personality stability, interpreted as 
rank-order consistency of scores, is not inconsis- 
tent with mean level change. In adulthood there 
are continuing changes in trait levels, albeit at a 
very gradual rate (Costa & McCrae, 2006; 
Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006). Both 
cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have 
shown these changes (Terracciano, McCrae, 
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Brant, & Costa, 2005), and most of them have 
been seen in cultures around the world (McCrae 
et al., 1999; McCrae, Terracciano, & 78 Members 
of the Personality Profiles of Cultures Project, 
2005a). It was once believed that adaptive per- 
sonality traits must decline with age, as physical 
health and mental speed do, and that old age 
would be characterized by depression, rigidity, 
and social alienation. We now know that most 
personality changes are positive in nature. As 
they age, individuals increase in Agreeableness 
and Conscientiousness and declinein Neuroticism 
(Donnellan, Conger, & Burzette, 2007), although 
some of these trends reverse a bit in extreme 
old age (Terracciano et al., 2005). These norma- 
tive changes are reflected in changing rates 
of psychopathology, where the prevalence of 
conditions such as Borderline and Antisocial 
Personality Disorder decline from early adult- 
hood on (American Psychiatric Association, 
1994). However, it must also be noted that there 
are normative declines across the lifespan in 
Positive Emotions and in Openness to Fantasy 
that might well be considered losses. As individ- 
uals age, they find life is less exciting but more 
deeply satisfying. 


Descriptive Psychology 


The goals of science are often summarized as 
understanding, prediction, and control, and there 
is no doubt that trait psychology is more useful 
for the first two goals than for the last. For 
decades, clinicians have turned to trait measures 
to help them understand their clients. Should an 
episode of depression be seen as a response to a 
recent stressor, or a reflection of longstanding 
difficulties in adjustment? Is a troubled relation- 
ship due to miscommunication or fundamental 
distrust of others? Is antisocial behavior a reflec- 
tion of poor impulse control, or of rebellion 
against authority? Are clients ready to commit 
to the work of psychotherapy, or will they give 
up after a few sessions? Instruments like the 
Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory 
(MMPI; Hathaway & McKinley, 1983) and the 
Personality Assessment Inventory (PAI; Morey, 
1991) were designed specifically to answer such 
questions; their constructs are closely related to 
a subset of personality traits (Costa & McCrae, 
1992a; McCrae, 1991). 

But clinicians have also periodically called for 
assessment measures that reflect the strengths as 
well as the weaknesses of clients. For this pur- 
pose, general trait assessment is particularly 
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useful. The FFM was the culmination of a 
decades-long search for an adequate taxonomy 
of personality traits (Norman, 1963); it samma- 
rizes almost all the personality variables found 
in lay terminology and in scientific theories 
of personality. In contrast to most clinical models 
of personality, the FFM includes such positive 
traits as imagination, generosity, joyfulness, and 
self-control. 

Positive traits are of particular interest to 
positive psychologists. Peterson and Seligman 
(2004) identified 24 strengths (e.g., fairness, pru- 
dence) categorized into six virtues (e.g., justice, 
temperance), deriving their list from a review 
of philosophical and psychological treatments 
of positive characteristics. Another set of desir- 
able traits recently in vogue is associated with 
emotional intelligence. This construct was intro- 
duced as a form of cognitive ability, and at least 
one cognitive measure has been developed and 
validated (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2002). But 
other popular measures conceive of emotional 
intelligence as a set of personality-like traits, 
such as stress tolerance, optimism, flexibility, 
empathy, and social responsibility (Bar-On, 
1997). Ryff’s (1989) Psychological Well-Being 
scales, which include autonomy and self- 
acceptance, also might be considered trait 
measures, although they were designed as out- 
come variables. Cloninger and colleagues 
(Cloninger, Przybeck, Svrakic, & Wetzel, 1994) 
attempted to go beyond biologically based vari- 
ables when they added character scales such 
as self-transcendence and cooperativeness to 
their earlier temperament inventory. All these 
efforts represent new attention paid to adaptive, 
constructive, and growth-oriented aspects of 
personality. 

But because the FFM is intended to be a com- 
prehensive model of personality traits, all these 
positive traits ought to be closely related to one 
or more of the factors, and there is evidence that 
they are. Peterson and Seligman (2004) explicitly 
acknowledged this, both in their conceptualization 
of virtues (Chapter 3) and in their report of early 
factor analyses of the Values in Action Inventory 
of Strengths (VIA-IS; Chapter 28). Cawley, 
Martin, and Johnson (2000) had already shown 
empirical correspondences between a list of vir- 
tues and the five factors, especially Agreeableness 
and Conscientiousness; and Haslam, Bain, and 
Neal (2004) demonstrated substantial correspon- 
dences in the implicit (judged) associations of 
VIA-IS and FFM variables.2 Overlap between 
FFM dimensions and emotional intelligence 
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measures (McCrae, 2000) was demonstrated by 
Saklofske, Austin, and Minski (2003). Schmutte 
and Ryff (1997) showed strong correlations 
between their measures of Psychological Well- 
Being and FFM measures, even when self-reports 
of personality were related to spouse ratings of 
well-being. Cloninger’s character dimensions 
cannot be clearly separated from the tempera- 
ment dimensions (Farmer & Goldberg, 2008), 
and both fall within the limits of the FFM 
(McCrae, Herbst, & Costa, 2001). From such 
findings, Haslam and colleagues concluded 
that “it seems inappropriate to conceptualize 
strengths as psychologically distinct constructs 
from traits and values” (pp. 539-540). 

If in fact many of the qualities positive psy- 
chologists hope to promote are familiar traits 
in a new guise, then a great deal is already 
known about them. Evidence of consensual vali- 
dation for traits—especially those defining the 
Agreeableness and Conscientiousness factors— 
strongly suggests that character strengths are 
not mere artifacts of social desirability (McCrae 
& Costa, 1987). Because traits are universal 
(McCrae & Costa, 1997), research on moral vir- 
tues may be widely generalizable across cultures 
(cf. Schwartz, 1992). Positive psychologists may 
not be as pleased to realize that moral traits are 
also likely to be stable and heritable, perhaps as 
difficult to mold or reform as temperamental 
traits are. 

For the enterprise of descriptive psychology, 
however, the newfound interest in positive per- 
sonality traits is surely welcome. Historically, 
much more attention has been paid to traits like 
anxiety and aggression than to gratitude, brav- 
ery, or prudence. We have much to learn about 
such strengths and how they affect life outcomes 
(e.g, Ames & Bianchi, 2008). Even if there are 
stringent limitations on the degree to which 
virtues can be taught, positive psychology can 
help society understand how best to utilize natu- 
rally occurring virtues. Traits have long been 
used to select individuals for particular positions: 
Assertiveness is desirable in leaders, empathy in 
clinicians, emotional stability in hostage negotia- 
tors. A fuller understanding of positive traits 
might help vocational counselors and I/O psy- 
chologists steer individuals into their most 
rewarding and productive roles. Again, a focus on 
personality strengths might provide a useful 
guide to finding friends, spouses, or life partners. 

Whatever their roles or relationships, people 
bring their traits with them, and an understand- 
ing of their strengths may help optimize fit. 
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Clinicians, for example, might profitably try non- 
traditional therapies if they know their clients 
are especially high in Openness to Experience, 
and thus willing to experiment (Miller, 1991). 
Teachers could choose extraverts to head learn- 
ing teams. Religious leaders could channel the 
generosity of their followers to help society’s 
neediest. According to Five-Factor Theory 
(McCrae & Costa, 2008), people naturally gravi- 
tate toward behavior that expresses their traits; 
positive psychology can facilitate the expression 
of positive traits. 


Traits in Theoretical Perspective 


To know how best to optimize human psycho- 
logical functioning, it is helpful to have a broad 
theoretical perspective; Five-Factor Theory (FFT) 
provides one. FFT uses a systems theoretical 
approach to make sense of findings from trait 
research (McCrae & Costa, 1996, 2008). The 
basic model, shown in Figure 13.1, makes a 
crucial distinction between basic tendencies 
(including personality traits) and characteristic 
adaptations (including habits, attitudes, roles, 
relationships, and the self-concept, given its 
own box in the figure). In FFT, traits are exclu- 
sively biologically based; they are insulated from 
direct input from the social environment. This 
radical postulate is based on well-established 
findings that (a) traits have a genetic basis 
but are not influenced by the shared environ- 
ment (including shared parents, schools, and 
neighborhoods; Bouchard & Loehlin, 2001); 
(b) the same traits, with the same structure, 
are found in widely different cultures (McCrae 
et al., 2005a); (c) the events of history seem to 
have little lasting impact on trait levels 
(Terracciano et al., 2005; Yang, McCrae, & Costa, 
1998); and (d) traits are highly stable across long 
periods in adulthood, despite the vicissitudes of 
life circumstances. 

According to FFT, traits have a pervasive influ- 
ence on characteristic adaptations and, through 
them, on behavior and experience, but they are 
themselves not amenable to the usual interven- 
tions practiced by psychologists—and there’s the 
rub with regard to positive psychology. It is, 
of course, possible that FFT is simply wrong. 
But the findings listed above are quite robust, 
and they require some kind of theoretical expla- 
nation. It is more reasonable to argue that FFT 
is not wrong, but it is oversimplified, and there 
are special circumstances in which it does not 
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Figure 13.1 The personality system described by Five-Factor Theory. Boxes indicate core components, 
ellipses are peripheral components, and arrows show the direction of causal processes. Adapted from 


McCrae & Costa, 2008. 


apply. Find those circumstances, and you will 
have a point of entry for optimizing human 
functioning. 

If personality consisted of nothing but traits, 
changing traits would be the only option for 
intervention. But personality is far more com- 
plex than that. Most psychologists study vari- 
ables that fall in the category of characteristic 
adaptations, and most are concerned with behav- 
ior and experience as outcomes. As Figure 13.1 
shows, both characteristic adaptations and the 
objective biography are influenced by more 
than traits, and one lesson from FFT is that 
positive psychologists may be well advised 
to focus on these other components of the 
system. 


Changing Traits 


That traits can change is not disputed. 
Conscientiousness increases as people age and 
declines when they develop Alzheimer’s disease 
(Siegler et al., 1991). Costa, Bagby, Herbst, 
and McCrae (2005) showed that Neuroticism 
declines and Extraversion, Openness, and 
Conscientiousness increase when depressed 


patients respond to antidepressant medication. 
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These all arguably operate by changing the 
biological bases of traits, as FFT predicts. But 
can traits change as the result of purely psycho- 
logical interventions? Perhaps. Piedmont (2001) 
reported changes in personality in a drug- 
abusing population following intensive outpa- 
tient counseling (although some of the change 
might have been a biological effect due to reduced 
drug use). Acculturation in Canada appeared to 
modify mean trait levels in a group of immi- 
grants from Hong Kong (McCrae, Yik, Trapnell, 
Bond, & Paulhus, 1998). Roberts, Helson, and 
Klohnen (2002) found that divorce resulted in 
personality change in women, as did Costa, 
McCrae, Herbst, and Siegler (2000)—although 
the two studies apparently differed in the direc- 
tion of the change (McCrae & Costa, 2008). 
Baumeister and colleagues (e.g., Muraven, 
Baumeister, & Tice, 1999) have argued that the 
exercise of self-control (a trait related chiefly to 
Conscientiousness; McCrae & Léckenhoff, 2010) 
can develop it, just as physical exercise can 
develop muscles; there are as yet no long-term 
studies of this hypothesis. 

It is fair to say that at this point we do not 
really know how to change traits, or how much 
they can be changed, or how long changes will 
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endure. Even small changes in a beneficial direc- 
tion would be worth targeting if they last a long 
time, or if they move the individual across some 
critical threshold—for example, if chronic 
depressive affect is reduced below the level at 
which suicide is a danger. 


Changing Characteristic Adaptations 


From the perspective of FFT, a far more promis- 
ing approach to modifying behavior and experi- 
ence—as indicators of optimal psychological 
functioning—is to change the acquired habits, 
attitudes, and goals that lead to them. Harkness 
and McNulty (2002) have made this idea a guide 
to psychotherapy, advising clinicians to “explore 
options for the development of new characteris- 
tic adaptations that are consonant with the 
patient’s personality” (p. 399) but that are more 
effective responses to the patient's life circum- 
stances. A similar strategy is implicit in the work 
of many positive psychologists. Lyubomirsky 
and colleagues (2005), in discussing the pursuit 
of happiness, refer to this as changing intentional 
activities, which may be behavioral, cognitive, or 
volitional. In the short run, these changes affect 
only behavior (the objective biography in Figure 
13.1), but sustained change would require people 
to adopt new cognitive perspectives, new pat- 
terns of acting, new projects and goals—in short, 
new characteristic adaptations. 

This strategy requires that psychologists iden- 
tify the right habits and attitudes (which may 
vary across persons) and have a feasible method of 
instilling them. It also assumes that the targeted 
individual has the resources to implement and 
sustain them. Trait psychology is instructive here. 

What kinds of thoughts, behaviors, and goals 
are conducive to psychological well-being? 
Headey (2008) analyzed national survey data 
and concluded that family-oriented and altruistic 
goals were associated with well-being, whereas 
economic success goals were not. Using daily 
diary methods, Steger, Kashdan, and Oishi (2007) 
found that eudaimonic activities including “gave 
money to a person in need” and “volunteered 
my time” were related to well-being, whereas 
hedonic behaviors such as “got drunk” and “went 
to a big party” were not. Fredrickson, Cohn, 
Coffey, Pek, and Finkel (2008) showed that 
the practice of loving-kindness meditation 
increased positive emotions and life satisfaction 
and decreased symptoms of depression. All these 
studies show links between well-being and 
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behaviors associated with the personality factor of 
Agreeableness; Agreeableness itself is known to be 
a predictor of well-being (McCrae & Costa, 1991). 

Conscientiousness is also known to be associ- 
ated with life satisfaction, and behaviors linked 
to that factor have also been shown to enhance 
well-being. Fordyce’s (1983) 14 fundamentals of 
happiness included keeping busy, being produc- 
tive, and getting organized. Steger and colleagues 
(2008) listed writing out goals and persevering 
in the face of obstacles as eudaimonic behaviors. 
Sheldon (2008) assessed goal-attainment as an 
indicator of the success of intentional activity 
intended to promote well-being. In his seminal 
contribution to the assessment of well-being, 
Bradburn (1969) included the item “pleased 
about having accomplished something” to mea- 
sure positive affect. 

The success of related to 
Agreeableness and Conscientiousness might be 
explained by a hypothesis offered by McCrae 
and Costa (1991). They argued that Extraversion 
and Neuroticism provided a temperamental 
explanation of well-being: Extraverts are, by 
nature, cheerful people; regardless of what 
they do, extraverts tend to be happier than intro- 
verts (see Lucas & Baird, 2004). Similarly, those 
high in Neuroticism will be gloomy under 
any circumstances. By contrast, McCrae and 
Costa argued that the mechanisms linking 
Agreeableness and Conscientiousness to well- 
being may be instrumental, mediated by the 
benevolent and productive activities high scorers 
engage in. They noted that such activities could 
provide a continuing source of gratification: “it 
appears that individuals do not adapt to the satis- 
factions of love and work .. . . providing opportu- 
nities for the expression of Agreeableness and 
Conscientiousness may be the best way to 
increase well-being” (p. 231). 

Trait theories thus appear to be consistent 
with interventions to promote well-being, but 
they also suggest that there are likely to be spe- 
cific conditions that affect the success of such 
interventions: 


interventions 


1. It is likely that well-being can be increased 
only within limits (cf. Zinbarg, Uliaszek, & 
Adler, 2008). For example, an individual 
very high in Neuroticism may be somewhat 
happier when instructed to focus on 
achieving goals but may still be relatively 
unhappy on balance. Such people are 
disposed to undercut their own 
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successes—for example, by setting 
unrealistic and perfectionistic standards they 
cannot reach and by discounting as 
unimportant the goals they can reach 

(cf. Ellis, 1987). 

2. According to the hypothesis, it is only the 
active expression of Agreeableness and 
Conscientiousness that raises levels of 
well-being. Those prevented by 
circumstances from exercising these 
tendencies—perhaps prisoners or nursing 
home residents—would benefit from 
opportunities to do so. Young adults (who 
tend to be relatively low in Agreeableness 
and Conscientiousness) may not have 
adequately considered the rewards of 
altruism and organization and might benefit 
from hedonic education in this regard. But it 
seems likely that most adults will have come 
to understand by trial and error that they 
feel better when they do a good deed or 
accomplish a task, and they are probably 
already utilizing these strategies. Thus, the 
benefits of these interventions may already 
have reached a ceiling. 

3. Not everyone is likely to benefit from these 
interventions, and part of the reason 
probably has to do with personality traits. 
Very antagonistic individuals will scoff at 
the idea that they would be happier if they 
meditated on loving-kindness, and rightly so: 
For such people, charity is not intrinsically 
rewarding. People low in Conscientiousness 
are probably less motivated by achievement 
goals because they feel little pride in what 
they do accomplish. Lyubomirsky and 
colleagues (2005) emphasized the need to 
match the activity to the person, but the 
activities proposed above are a poor fit for 
disagreeable and disorganized people. 

4. Low Conscientiousness in particular presents 
a further obstacle. As Lyubomirski and 
colleagues (2005) pointed out, initiating and 
sustaining a prescribed activity “requires 
considerable self-discipline and will-power,” 
which they acknowledge may be a limited 
resource. People low in Conscientiousness 
will fail to follow through not only on 
recommendations to set and achieve goals, 
but also on advice to do good deeds or count 
their blessings or appreciate beauty. 
Clinicians complain that such patients 
are difficult to work with, even when they 
should be motivated by intense suffering 
(Mutén, 1991); it seems even less likely 
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that they would be good candidates for 
optimizing psychological functioning. 


Changing External Influences 


These reflections indicate the extent to which traits 
can sabotage interventions, even those aimed at 
characteristic adaptations—that is how adapta- 
tions continue to be characteristic of the person. 
An obvious counter is to design interventions 
that modify the environment and thus affect 
people’s behavior and experience, willy-nilly. 
Positive psychologists are concerned with changes 
not only to individuals but also to organizations, 
communities, and societies (e.g., Diener, Lucas, & 
Scollon, 2006), so such macro-interventions are 
not beyond their scope. Public health practitio- 
ners have found that some of the most effective 
ways to stop cigarette smoking are by raising 
taxes and enforcing smoking bans at the work- 
place. Are there similar societal or cultural inter- 
ventions that could further optimal psychological 
development? 

Such a question is perhaps more meaningful if 
we expand the scope of positive psychology to 
move beyond subjective well-being to the 
broader and largely independent construct of 
quality of life. As long ago as 1977, Rosow argued 
that morale (a form of subjective well-being) is 
irrelevant to the quality of life and should not be 
used to assess the value of social policies. Most 
people would admit that ending hunger is a 
worthwhile goal, even if well-fed people con- 
tinue to complain about other aspects of their 
lives. Unfortunately, beyond such basics, a con- 
sensus on the elements of life quality may be 
more difficult. Few people are opposed to beauti- 
fying highways, but they differ greatly on how 
high a social priority that should be. Some would 
argue that society should eliminate institution- 
alized homophobia, whereas others would con- 
tend that we should restore traditional family 
values. If positive psychologists cling to subjective 
well-being as a touchstone for optimal psycho- 
logical functioning, they must face the limitations 
imposed by trait psychology; if they abandon this 
criterion, they need to devise and justify alterna- 
tive criteria of psychological health. 


Moving Forward 


When stress and coping research was ascendant 
in the 1970s and 1980s, traits were out of fashion, 
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and its relatively disappointing achievements 
(Somerfield & McCrae, 2000) were due in part to 
the neglect of traits. Contemporary positive 
psychologists are certainly not ignorant of trait 
perspectives, but there are still ways in which 
trait psychology can inform better research 
designs. 

Correlational studies. Given the centrality of 
traits to many of the constructs of positive psy- 
chology, the inclusion of trait measures ought to 
be routine. Do constructs like hope, forgiveness, 
or self-control add incrementally to what traits 
can explain? A number of studies in this area 
(e.g., Schnitker & Emmons, 2007) have included 
assessments of the five factors. Exline, Baumeister, 
Bushman, and Finkel (2004) showed that dispo- 
sitional forgiveness was strongly related to the 
Big Five (as assessed by the Big Five Inventory; 
John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991), especially 
Agreeableness (r = .65, N = 241, p < .001). 
However, designs that assess only the five broad 
factors leave open the possibility that additional 
variance might be accounted for by some of the 
specific facets that define the traits. Wood, Joseph, 
and Maltby (2008) assessed both factors and 
facets using the Revised NEO Personality 
Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992b) and found 
that gratitude uniquely predicted life satisfaction 
even after controlling for 30 facet scales (includ- 
ing Warmth, Positive Emotions, Trust, and 
Tender-Mindedness, its strongest correlates). 

Trait psychology offers another important 
lesson for positive psychology: the need for multi- 
method assessment. In general, self-reports of 
traits show agreement with ratings made by 
knowledgeable informants (spouses, parents, 
friends; e.g., Funder, Kolar, & Blackman, 1995). 
However, agreement is by no means perfect. For 
example, Watson and Humrichouse (2006) iden- 
tified patterns of personality development in 
self-reports from young married couples but 
failed to confirm these changes using spouse rat- 
ings. Cross-method replication (e.g., Sheldon & 
Houser-Marko, 2001) greatly strengthens 
research findings. In some contexts, observer rat- 
ings offer distinct advantages (McCrae & Weiss, 
2007). For example, Lucas (2007) pointed out 
that studies of subjective well-being may be 
influenced by demand characteristics. Participants 
in a study designed to show the benefits of med- 
itation might feel obliged to claim improvements 
in well-being simply because they were invested 
in the study; ratings by roommates or spouses 
could provide a more objective assessment of 
any changes. Ideally, both baseline personality 
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traits and outcome measures would be assessed 
by multiple sources. 

Experimental studies. Experimental designs 
are essential for truly informative intervention 
studies, and, fortunately, they have been widely 
adopted by positive psychologists (e.g., Fordyce, 
1983; Fredrickson et al., 2008). Trait measures 
may prove useful here as covariates, controlling 
for baseline differences in traits that may be 
strongly related to the outcomes of interest. To 
date, the major limitation of experimental stud- 
ies is that their long-term effects have not been 
assessed. Sheldon (2008) provided a four-year 
follow-up of successful intentional activity (in 
this case, goal striving), but this was not a true 
experimental design: There was no control group, 
and the predictor variable was the participant's 
appraisal of success in achieving goals, which 
might well reflect Conscientiousness (an unmea- 
sured variable in that study). 

Longitudinal studies are not experiments but 
can often be analyzed as quasi-experimental 
designs. Lucas (2007) and others have used lon- 
gitudinal data to address the functioning of a 
postulated happiness set-point. Such studies 
show, for example, that bereaved individuals 
return to near-baseline levels of happiness, but 
that full recovery requires as long as seven years. 
Inclusion of personality data (assessed, ideally, at 
baseline) could help understand the process 
of adaptation: Individuals high in Neuroticism 
will presumably show lower pre-event levels of 
well-being; do they also show more marked 
declines after the event, or slower rates of recov- 
ery? Do individuals high in Extraversion show 
greater increases in well-being after positive 
events? If experimental interventions (say, 
coping skills or gratitude sensitization) are intro- 
duced after naturally occurring events, is their 
success moderated by personality traits like 
Conscientiousness? 

Tailoring interventions. Lyubomirsky and col- 
leagues (2005) argued that effective interven- 
tions must be tailored both to the individual and 
to the (presumably universal) process of hedonic 
adaptation. For example, they point out that if an 
individual’s goal is to practice the piano, that 
person should choose a style of music he or she 
enjoys as a way of sustaining interest. Lybomirski 
and colleagues also argued that the timing of 
intentional activities may be crucial so that the 
activity remains “fresh, meaningful, and positive 
for a particular person” (p. 120). 

Traits do not offer much guidance about the 
timing of activities, but they are clearly relevant 
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to the person/intervention fit, as clinicians have 
long noted (Miller, 1991). Extraverts may flour- 
ish when their activities are given a social con- 
text; introverts may prefer to act alone. Variety is 
important for those high in Openness, whereas 
routines may be more comfortable for those 
who are low. The instrumental model of trait/ 
well-being relations (McCrae & Costa, 1991) 
suggests that individuals high in Agreeableness 
will benefit most from interventions that express 
this trait (e.g., loving-kindness meditation)-- 
unless those participants are already at ceiling. 
Perhaps, instead, Agreeableness-related interven- 
tions would be most helpful for those initially 
lowest in Agreeableness. This would appear to be 
an interesting empirical question that could be 
easily addressed in future studies. 

Ryff (1989) and others have argued that psy- 
chological well-being is not a unidimensional 
construct, and it is possible that certain forms 
of optimal psychological functioning may be 
more appropriate for some individuals. Because 
Conscientiousness is strongly related to 
Environmental Mastery but weakly related to 
Personal Growth (Schmutte & Ryff, 1997), 
it may be more realistic for people low in 
Conscientiousness to strive for Personal Growth. 
By the same logic, people low in Openness 
may have more luck cultivating Self-Acceptance 
than Personal Growth. Trait psychologists under- 
stand that people have different strengths; 
positive psychologists may wish to capitalize 
on these. 


Notes 


1. The term cultural therapy is indexed in PsycINFO 
fewer than 100 times and refers mainly to forms of 
psychotherapy that take cultural differences into 
account (Van Dusen & Sherman, 1974) or to educa- 
tional interventions that raise consciousness about cul- 
ture (Spindler & Spindler, 1994), but see Kagan (1972) 
for usage similar to mine. My intention was to treat 
cultures themselves, though I recognized that “in all 
likelihood, no one will ever be hired as a cultural thera- 
pist per se—where is the society enlightened enough 
to admit it needs one?” 

2. There does not seem to be a direct comparison 
of the VIA-IS with NEO-PI-R facet scales at the 
individual level. But Park, Peterson, and Seligman 
(2006) reported mean scores on their measures of char- 
acter strengths in 54 nations, and one might hope 
for convergence with aggregate NEO-PI-R measures 
(McCrae, Terracciano, & 79 Members of the Personality 
Profiles of Cultures Project, 2005b). In fact, compari- 
sons across 32 cultures common to the two projects 
showed little systematic agreement. For example, 
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VIA-IS Self-Regulation was positively (and predict- 
ably) related to aggregated NEO-PI-R Self-Discipline 
(r = .43, p < .05), but VIA-IS Modesty was inversely 
related to NEO-PI-R Modesty (r = —.38, p < .05). One 
possible explanation is that, at least at the culture level, 
the character strength scores show poor discriminant 
validity, all loading strongly on a single general factor 
(loadings = .54 to .88, N = 54). This, in turn, is perhaps 
due to the fact that most items in each scale are posi- 
tively keyed (Peterson & Seligman, 2004): There are 
systematic cultural differences in acquiescent respond- 
ing (Smith, 2004). Cultural differences in socially 
desirable responding might also help account for a 
general factor. 
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Character and Personality: Connections 
between Positive Psychology and 
Personality Psychology 


Erik E. Noftle, Sarah A. Schnitker and Richard W. Robins 


Personality and Positive Psychology 


In the late 1990s, the field of positive psychology 
emerged to correct mainstream psychology’s 
emphasis on human error, irrationality, misbe- 
havior, and pathology. A plan was laid out to 
investigate three domains of human strength and 
flourishing: positive subjective experience, posi- 
tive character traits, and positive institutions 
and communities (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000). To catalogue and represent the second 
domain, Peterson and Seligman (2004) proposed 
a broad taxonomy of character strengths—the 
Values in Action (VIA) classification—which has 
served as an agenda for future research on posi- 
tive traits. The purpose of the current chapter is 
to examine critically this proposed set of charac- 
ter strengths, applying some lessons learned from 
nearly a century of research on personality. 
Personality psychology is a remarkably diverse 
field concerned with at least four overlapping but 
separable research agendas: studying the whole 
person; identifying the enduring patterns of 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that make 
people different from each other; revealing the 
processes underlying those patterns; and charting 
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how people’s personalities develop and change 
over time. These four agendas are likely to have 
interesting and important links with the three 
domains of positive psychology. Most notably, 
the study of enduring patterns of thoughts, feel- 
ings, and behaviors, or personality traits, seems 
to have a direct analog in the positive psychology 
domain of character strengths. 

Character strengths are conceptually quite 
similar to personality traits. Park, Peterson, and 
Seligman (2004) define character strengths as 
“positive traits reflected in thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviors. They exist in degrees and can be 
measured as individual differences.” Indeed, in 
Character Strengths and Virtues, Peterson and 
Seligman (2004) explicitly place the develop- 
ment of their VIA taxonomy in the tradition of 
personality psychology’s trait theory. However, 
they attempt to differentiate character strengths 
from the trait tradition (especially the Big Five 
approach; John, Naumann, & Soto, 2008) in four 
ways, all four of which we attempt to refute: 


e The study of character strengths is concerned 
with the causes and consequences of the 
constructs, whereas trait psychology has 
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been largely concerned with the content of 
traits. 

e The study of character strengths is concerned 
with a narrower level of analysis, whereas 
trait psychology has focused on traits at 
broader levels such as the Big Five. 

e The study of character strengths uniquely 
identifies attributes that are morally valued 
in their own right. 

e Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the 
study of character strengths focuses 
exclusively on the positive rather than the 
negative endpoint of trait continua, that is, 
on compassion rather than cruelty, 
originality rather than conventionality, 
bravery rather than timidity, and so on. 


First, Peterson and Seligman critique the Big 
Five approach as a tradition in which “classification 
per se seems to be the goal, not an understanding 
of the causes or consequences of the classifica- 
tion’s entries” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 68). 
However, trait theorists going back to Gordon 
Allport (1937) have emphasized the importance 
of understanding the underlying mechanisms or, 
in Allport’s terms,the “neuropsychic entities,” 
that cause personality differences. The trait lit- 
erature is rife with studies investigating the ori- 
gins of traits, including the underlying cognitive, 
affective, neural, and genetic mechanisms, as well 
as the processes through which these mechanisms 
interact with situational factors to produce indi- 
vidual differences in behavior. Similarly, there is a 
vast body of literature exploring the consequences 
of personality traits (Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 
2006; Roberts et al., 2007), as well as a multimil- 
lion-dollar personality testing industry in which 
personality questionnaires are used to predict real- 
world outcomes such as job performance(Hogan, 
Hogan, & Roberts, 1996). 

Second, Peterson and Seligman characterize 
the Big Five as overly broad “and unlikely to cap- 
ture the meaning of a more nuanced individual 
difference” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 69), 
contrasting them with the more specific charac- 
ter strengths. However, the Big Five have always 
been conceptualized as the broadest level of a 
hierarchical personality taxonomy that sub- 
sumes more specific traits, the latter of which 
have been frequently studied in their own right 
(e.g., Costa & McCrae, 1992; De Young, Quilty, 
& Peterson, 2007; Saucier &Ostendorf, 1999). 

Third, Peterson and Seligman stipulate that 
character strengths are morally valued in their 
own right, regardless of the specific outcomes 
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they produce. However, as we describe below, this 
emphasis does not represent a significant depar- 
ture from historic conceptions of personality. 

Fourth, the entire mission of positive psychology 
is predicated on the assumption that psychology 
has neglected the study of positive characteris- 
tics. We argue below that although this may be 
true of many areas of psychology, it is not gener- 
ally true of personality psychology and is spe- 
cifically false when it comes to trait psychology. 

This chapter has three central aims. First, we 
examine the validity of the claim that main- 
stream psychology has neglected the study of 
positive character traits and argue that the field 
of personality psychology has actually led to 
important advances in the understanding of 
character traits and their outcomes. Second, we 
critically evaluate the VIA classification of char- 
acter strengths and summarize research testing 
its empirical structure, assessing its overlap with 
the Big Five trait dimensions and comparing its 
predictive validity to the Big Five (Noftle, 
Schnitker & Robins, 2010). Third, we suggest 
ways in which the field of positive psychology 
can move forward, applying the lessons of nearly 
a century of personality psychology. We argue 
that future research needs to address validity 
concerns, forge links between the character 
strengths and underlying processes, and pursue 
large-scale longitudinal studies examining nor- 
mative development, the efficacy of interven- 
tions, and long-term real-world outcomes. 


Has Personality Psychology Neglected 
Positive Traits? 


Peterson and Seligman (2004) place the origins 
of positive psychology in the humanistic move- 
ment of the 1950s, particularly the personality 
theories of Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow. 
However, Peterson and Seligman argue that 
humanistic approaches ultimately failed due in 
part to their nearly exclusive reliance on qualita- 
tive rather than quantitative methods; thus the 
discipline was deemed unscientific and never 
led to an accumulation of empirical knowledge 
(although see Taylor, 2001). Another likely con- 
tribution to the downfall of humanistic psychol- 
ogy was that the approach did not yield a set of 
core constructs that could be precisely defined 
and easily assessed in samples of individuals. To 
address this limitation of humanistic psychology, 
Seligman, Csikszentmihalyi, and their colleagues 
advanced the newly minted field of positive 
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psychology to be “about positive individual traits: 
the capacity for love and vocation, courage, inter- 
personal skill, aesthetic sensibility, perseverance, 
forgiveness, originality, future mindedness, spir- 
ituality, high talent, and wisdom” (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 5). The VIA classifica- 
tion system, and associated measures, were 
developed to explicitly define and operationalize 
these core constructs and render them amenable 
to systematic empirical studies. 

Yet this new perspective did not emerge de 
novo. Although the humanistic psychologists 
failed to develop an empirically based taxonomic 
system of character traits, personality researchers 
dating back to the turn of the 20th century have 
been seeking scientifically valid ways to classify 
and assess trait constructs. And, although clinical 
psychologists emphasized human weakness and 
pathology and social psychologists focused on 
people’s proneness to error and misbehavior (e.g., 
Krueger & Funder, 2004), personality psycholo- 
gists have long studied positive characteristics 
and their beneficial effects on the lives of indi- 
viduals (e.g., see Ryff, 2003, pp. 156-157). For 
example, Ozer and Benet-Martinez (2006) 
reviewed research documenting the influence of 
the Big Five traits on a wide range of positive life 
outcomes, including subjective well-being, lon- 
gevity, successful coping, relationship satisfac- 
tion, job performance, acceptance by peers and 
friendship, and volunteerism. 

The study of positive traits has a long 
and venerable history in personality psychology. 
In 1949, when the humanistic movement was first 
emerging, the Institute of Personality Assessment 
and Research (IPAR) was founded at the University 
of California, Berkeley, by Donald MacKinnon 
and Nevitt Sanford. The overarching goal of 
IPAR was to produce scientific knowledge about 
the personality traits associated with adaptive 
human functioning and to develop psychometri- 
cally sound measures of these traits (Gough, 
1988). Over the past several decades, and con- 
tinuing to the present, researchers at IPAR (now 
called the Institute for Personality and Social 
Research, or IPSR) conducted systematic scien- 
tific studies of many different aspects of human 
potential including creativity, leadership, matu- 
rity, resilience, aesthetic experiences, and other 
traits related to the character strengths of the 
positive psychology movement. Harrison Gough, 
a former director of IPAR, developed one of the 
first comprehensive, multidimensional measures 
of “normal” (i.e., non-clinical) personality char- 
acteristics, the California Psychological Inventory 
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(CPI; Gough, 1957; 1987). The CPI assessed 
people’s everyday “folk concepts” of personality, 
with scales devoted to self-control, well-being, 
tolerance, empathy, achievement, and other 
human strengths and virtues. 

Although the field of personality has always 
included positive traits as part of its purview, as 
exemplified by the IPAR research tradition, trait 
approaches have tended to focus on the descrip- 
tive rather than evaluative aspects of personality 
(Cawley, Martin, & Johnson, 2000; McCullough 
& Snyder, 2000; Nicholson, 1998). Evaluation 
can have several meanings, and it is important to 
differentiate between two meanings here. First is 
the idea of judgment, whether a person is good 
or bad, without explicit reference to the behavior 
or qualities that precipitate that judgment. 
Second is the idea of desirability, whether or not 
a person’s specific characteristics are of social or 
moral value, with fairly explicit reference to the 
content of those characteristics. 

In their pioneering studies of the personality 
lexicon, Allport and Odbert (1936) excluded 
from consideration purely judgmental terms 
(e.g, “average,” “superior,” “worthy,” likeable”), 
which lack any descriptive meaning and are thus 
irrelevant to personality differences (e.g., it is 
unclear whether the person is “superior” because 
she is kind, creative, responsible, etc., just that 
the person is being judged). Allport (1937) 
argued that personality traits, but not the afore- 
mentioned purely evaluative judgments, should 
be the focus of the science. In contrast, terms that 
were highly evaluative but contained descriptive 
content (e.g., sociable, aggressive) were retained 
in the “trait” list and thus influenced the catego- 
ries formed by Allport and Odbert. 

In addition to excluding purely evaluative 
terms, Allport argued for constraining personality 
to the study of descriptive traits in another way. 
Allport wished to move personality specifically 
away from the study of moral characteristics 
that might be defined in terms of “conventional 
meanings” that were historically contextualized, 
and thus less scientific (Allport, 1931).Allport 
and Odbert (1936) bemoaned “the tendency of 
each social epoch to characterize human qualities 
in the light of standards and interests peculiar to 
the times” (p. 2). Allport’s conclusion, stated in 
his still-influential personality textbook, was 
that “Character is personality evaluated, and 
personality is character devaluated” (Allport, 
1937, p. 52). In studying personality, Allport 
wanted to identify and analyze descriptive 
differences that were as free of desirability or 
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undesirability as possible. However, in Allport's 
differentiation of personality and character, it is 
clear that the content under study could actually 
be the same, but how it is considered (whether it 
is evaluated or not) would be starkly different. 
Allport's notion that character was a proper 
subject of study for ethics, but not psychology, 
certainly influenced the field. First, personality psy- 
chologists largely abandoned the term “character.” 
Perhaps reflecting this shift in terminology, in 
1945, the journal Character and Personality 
changed its name to the Journal of Personality 
because, as then-editor Zener (1945) put it, 
“[t]he psychological aspects of character are 
regarded as included within the broader field of per- 
sonality.” Second, the purely evaluative judgments 
that Allport and Odbert distinguished from per- 
sonality traits tended to receive little attention 
and were largely relegated to the fringes of the 
discipline (but see Benet & Waller, 1995). The 
lexical approach to personality, which traces its 
roots to Allport and Odbert’s (1936) seminal work, 
continues to strongly influence the study of per- 
sonality (Goldberg, 1993; John & Robins, 1993a). 
However, the field has not stayed true to 
Allport’s focus on traits as “devaluated.” For almost 
as long as traits have been studied, their positive 
and negative consequences have been theorized 
about and assessed. Not only has this approach 
supported the validity of traits—they are not 
just figments of the mind; they predict important 
outcomes—but it has also implicitly (and some- 
times explicitly) led to evaluation of whether it is 
desirable or undesirable to have a specific trait. 
Consequently, the field of personality has not 
neglected positive characteristics and, as the next 
section reveals, several important aspects of 
character have been studied for decades. 


The Big Five Personality Traits 


The Big Five is a hierarchical taxonomy of traits, 
which attempts to organize all of the ways in 
which people differ from one another. At the basic 
level it includes the five relatively independent, 
broad traits of Extraversion (talkative, sociable, 
assertive), Agreeableness (kind, cooperative, 
altruistic), Conscientiousness (organized, respon- 
sible, industrious), Emotional Stability (calm, 
even-tempered, imperturbable), and Openness 
to Experience (creative, intellectual, reflective). 
The traits included within the Big Five Taxonomy 
have their origins in Allport and Odbert’s (1936) 
list of trait terms (John et al., 2008), but agreement 
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about the Big Five structure as a consensuallyac- 
cepted taxonomy of traits emerged in the early 
1990s (Goldberg, 1993; McCrae & John, 1992). 
After decades of research, there is now a great 
deal of support for the cross-cultural universal- 
ity, heritability, judgability, temporal stability, 
and predictive validity of the Big Five (John et al., 
2008). 

Although the Big Five includes content that is 
descriptive of a person's personality traits, it 
clearly also includes evaluative content related to 
character.ThetraitsofExtraversion, Agreeableness, 
Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, and 
Openness are all socially desirable, albeit to vary- 
ing degrees (Agreeableness is the most socially 
desirable and Extraversion the least; John & 
Robins, 1993b). Supporting the social desirabil- 
ity of the Big Five, individuals who have greater 
self-worth tend to be higher on all of the Big 
Five dimensions, particularly Emotional Stability, 
Extraversion, and Conscientiousness (Robins, Tracy, 
Trzesniewski, Potter, & Gosling, 2001). According 
to the sociometer theory of self-esteem (Leary, 
Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995), this suggests 
that individuals who display more of these traits 
believe they are accepted by and living up to the 
standards of society. 

A second piece of evidence has to do with the 
beneficial outcomes of being higher on the Big 
Five traits. Although “niche” models have been 
proposed for the low pole of each dimension 
having adaptive or beneficial qualities (Nettle, 
2006), so far most findings for Big Five predic- 
tion suggest that it is better on average to be 
higher on the traits rather than lower on them. 
Ozer and Benet-Martinez (2006) conducted a lit- 
erature review of real-world outcomes of the Big 
Five and found that higher trait levels were posi- 
tively related to good outcomes at the individual, 
interpersonal, and societal levels. 

A third piece of evidence stems from a recent 
study (Cawley et al., 2000) that sought to examine 
virtue as an aspect of personality and employed 
the lexical approach with the purpose of creating 
a virtues scale. Cawley and his colleagues 
searched the dictionary for words that displayed 
qualities that one ought to embody or display 
(i.e., virtues), wrote items related to these quali- 
ties, and then factor-analyzed the resulting set of 
140 items. They identified four factors: empathy, 
order, resourcefulness, and serenity. Interestingly, 
these virtue dimensions corresponded moder- 
ately tohighly with the Big Five dimensions, 
with correlations ranging from .45 to .63. These 
sizable correlations further suggest that the Big 
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Five might actually capture many aspects of 
character. 

In sum, most people would consider an indi- 
vidual who is sociable, cooperative, responsible, 
even-tempered, and reflective—that is, higher on 
all the Big Five traits—to be a person of good 
character. The next question is: is anything miss- 
ing? Does the Big Five taxonomy miss important 
character traits that have been revealed by the 
positive psychology movement? More specifi- 
cally, does the VIA character strengths inventory 
include personality content that is not captured 
by the Big Five? 


Critical Evaluation of VIA Character Strengths 


The VIA Classification of Character Strengths 


The VIA is a taxonomy of 24 character strengths 
organized under six umbrella virtues. Developed 
to serve as a “manual of the sanities,” or a clas- 
sification of mental health and flourishing com- 
parable to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric 
Association, 1994), the VIA seeks to delineate 
individual differences in the complex nuances of 
character. In this classification system, virtues 
are defined as the core characteristics valued by 
moral philosophers and religious thinkers across 
time and cultures. These virtues are construed as 
broad universals, rooted in biology, that have 
been evolutionarily selected. Character strengths 
fall under these “high six” broad virtues and are 
conceptualized as the psychological processes 
and mechanisms by which virtue may be 
achieved. For example, a person may display the 
virtue of transcendence through a variety of 
routes: gratitude, hope, humor, spirituality, or 
appreciation of beauty. Although theoretically 
compelling, the validity of the VIA taxonomy 
has received relatively little empirical attention. 
Only a few published studies have examined its 
factor structure or its correspondence with other 
taxonomic models such as the Big Five. 

To further examine the validity of the VIA, we 
conducted two studies to (a) evaluate the theoreti- 
cal structure of the VIA and test the fit of alterna- 
tive structural models; (b) examine the degree 
of correspondence between the VIA and the Big 
Five dimensions; and (c) examine whether the 
VIA has incremental validity beyond the Big Five 
in predicting measures of well-being and adjust- 
ment (Noftle, Schnitker, & Robins, 2010). The par- 
ticipants in Study 1 included 324 undergraduate 
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students who completed the VIA-IS (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004), the BFI (John, Naumann, & 
Soto, 2008), and several measures of well-being. 
The participants in Study 2 included 665 mem- 
bers of the Eugene-Springfield community 
sample (ESCS; Goldberg, 2008), aged 18-83 
years, who completed the NEO-PI-R (Costa & 
McCrae, 1992) and an IPIP measure of the VIA? 
(Goldberg et al., 2006), as well as two measures 
of well-being. 


Evaluating the Structure of VIA 
Character Strengths 


The first question we consider in evaluating the 
VIA is its structure. Whereas the VIA has served 
a substantial catalytic function for research on 
character and virtue, the classification system 
has received criticism for its proposed theoretical 
structure, which subsumes 24 character strengths 
under sixbroad virtues. Although Peterson and 
Seligman explain that their hierarchy was theo- 
retically (and not empirically) derived, an empir- 
icalevaluation of the structure of the classification 
system seems necessary to establish its scientific 
validity. Previous research has failed to replicate 
the theoretical structure of character strengths 
(e.g. Haslam, Bain, & Neal, 2004; MacDonald, 
Bore, & Munro, 2008). Indeed, even Peterson 
and Seligman's (2004) own exploratory factor 
analysis of the VIA identified five, not six, broad 
factors, which they labeled strengths of restraint, 
intellectual strengths, interpersonal strengths, 
emotional strengths, and teleological strengths. 
MacDonald et al. (2008) analyzed an adjective- 
based measure of the 24 character strengths and 
found that a four-factor solution provided the 
best fit: positivity, intellect, conscientiousness, 
and niceness.” This structure differs from the 
theoretical structure of sixvirtues proposed by 
Peterson and Seligman, as well as from their 
empiricallyderived five-factor solution. Using 
cluster analysis, Haslam et al. (2004) found six 
clusters of strengths that had only a modest cor- 
respondence with Peterson and Seligman’s theo- 
retical structure. Clearly, given the lack of 
agreement apparent in previous findings, more 
work needs to be done to establish the structure 
of character strengths. 

Previous attempts to verify the theoretical 
structure of the VIA have used exploratory factor 
analysis or cluster analysis; however, confirma- 
tory factor analysis (CFA) is the most appropri- 
ate technique in this context. Noftle, Schnitker, 
and Robins (2010) used CFA to compare the fit of 
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several proposed structural models. Our analy- 
ses failed to confirm Peterson and Seligman’s 
(2004) theoreticallyderived six-factor structure 
(X?= 1437.65, df= 237, AIC = 963.64, RMSEA 
=.125), which groups the 24 character strengths 
under sixbroad virtues. In addition, poor fit was 
found for several alternative models, including 
Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) empirically- 
derived five-factor structure (X?= 2414.70, 
df= 247, AIC = 1920.70, RMSEA =.165); 
Macdonald, Bore, and Munro’s (2008) empirical- 
lyderived four-factor structure identified by 
(X?= 1558.80, df= 246, AIC = 1066.80, RMSEA 
=.129); and a single factor model (X?= 1736.85, 
df= 252, AIC = 1232.86, RMSEA =.135). 

These confirmatory analyses suggest that 
none of the models proposed to represent the 
structure of character strengths provides a good 
fit to the data. Consequently, the field of positive 
psychology does not have an empirically viable 
overarching framework for classifying and orga- 
nizing its primary theoretical constructs. 
Although it is possible that an alternative model 
thatwas not tested could capture the structure 
of the VIA scales, it seems more likely that the 
VIA simply does not have a clear hierarchical 
structure. Researchers may consider the inclu- 
sion of new strengths (or perhaps the exclusion 
of certain strengths like modesty) to clarify the 
structure of character. 

Why does the VIA seem not to have a repli- 
cable hierarchical structure? It is possible that 
there are strong situational factors affecting 
responses to the items that shift the structure in 
various ways from study to study and from con- 
text to context. However, this does not seem 
especially likely given the high test-retest reli- 
abilities of the scale (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). 
A second possibility is that the measure consists 
of some problematic items thatare obscuring the 
structure. For example, if items are worded in 
such a way that the understood meaning varies 
from participant to participant, the items might 
cluster differently depending on the sample 
studied. One possibly problematic aspect of the 
VIA-IS is that there are a substantial number of 
“always” or “never” items (e.g., “I always admit 
when I am wrong,””I never quit a task before it 
is done,”“I always go out of my way to visit 
museums.”), which might be answered quite dif- 
ferently by different participants depending on 
how absolutely the item is interpreted. For 
example, a person who likes to go to museums 
but does not literally “always” go out of her way 
to do so may rate herself at the midpoint of the 
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scale, whereas a person who does not interpret 
the item quite as literally may rate himself very 
highly yet be equally likely to attend museums 
as the first person. Another problematic aspect of 
the VIA is that several items ask participants to 
rate themselves on characteristics that may be 
difficult to gauge or that may be highly evalua- 
tive. For example, people may not have a great 
amount of insight into such things as “I always 
know what makes someone tick,””Others trust 
me to keep their secrets,””I have never steered a 
friend wrong by giving bad advice,” or “I have a 
great sense of humor.” Research has demon- 
strated that the self may have less insight into 
highly evaluative attributes than others who 
know a person well (John & Robins, 1993b; 
Vazire, 2010). Another problem is that several 
items may have a restricted range of accurate 
responses, at least strictly speaking, for most 
people. It is the rare person who is able to 
strongly agree with the previously mentioned 
item about museums or with the items “I read all 
of the time” or “I always allow others to leave 
their mistakes in the past and make a fresh start.” 
All of these problematic aspects of the VIA may 
contribute to obscuring its structure. 


Correspondence Between VIA Character 
Strengths and Personality Traits 


The degree of correspondence between the 24 
character strengths and the Big Five personality 
traits is an important question for at least three 
reasons. First, by mapping the character strengths 
onto the Big Five, we will gain a deeper concep- 
tual understanding of each strength and the 
nomological network surrounding it, allowing us 
to generate hypotheses about the correlates and 
consequences of the strengths. Second, we will 
be able to determine whether the character 
strengths are truly assessing something unique 
or whether they are empirically reducible to the 
Big Five. Third, understanding how character 
strengths map onto personality traits will sug- 
gest which traits may be helpful in fostering 
development of particular character strengths, as 
well as revealing more about the overall person- 
alities of virtuous individuals. 

Despite its importance, only three previous 
studies have examined how the VIA character 
strengths are linked to broad personality dimen- 
sions. Peterson and Park (2006a) reported that 
correlations between the Big Five and the VIA- 
Youth measure of character strengths ranged 
from the .40s to the .50s but did not provide more 
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specific details of the precise relations between 
the sets of variables. Steger, Hicks, Kashdan, 
Krueger, and Bouchard (2007) investigated 
how the VIA scales were related to the 
Multidimensional Personality Questionnaire 
(MPQ; Tellegen, 1982), which assesses 11 sub- 
scales representing the broad traits of Positive 
Emotionality, Negative Emotionality, and 
Constraint. Steger et al. found that the MPQ 
subscales accounted for 8% to 26% of the total 
variance in each of the character strength scores. 
MacDonald et al. (2008) investigated how the 
VIA scales were related to the Big Five, using 
IPIP measures of the VIA and the Big Five 
(Goldberg, 1999). MacDonald et al. conducted a 
factor analysis of the 24 IPIP-VIA character 
strength scales and identified four interpretable 
factors. The highest correlations between the Big 
Five and the four VIA factors were .71 between 
Extraversion and the “positivity” factor (top load- 
ing: citizenship/teamwork), .68 between Openness 
and the “intellect” factor (top loading: originality/ 
creativity), .71 between Conscientiousness and 
the “conscientiousness” factor (top loading: 
self-regulation/self-control), and .57 between 
Agreeableness and the “niceness” factor (top 
loading: modesty/humility). These correlations 
are almost as high as one would expect between 
two different measures of the same construct 
and suggest a substantial amount of overlap 
between the VIA and the Big Five. 

One limitation of previous research is that 
only the broad Big Five dimensions were 
assessed, and not the specific facets of each 
dimension. Peterson and Seligman argue that 
the breadth of the Big Five makes it unlikely that 
any of them will be closely tied to a particular 
character strength (which are theoretically much 
narrower constructs), because of a mismatch in 
breadth. The results of Steger et al. and 
MacDonald et al. suggest that this may not be 
the case: some character strengths were highly 
related to individual Big Five dimensions. 
However, moving to the narrower facet level of 
Big Five assessment may reveal specific aspects 
of the Big Five that are even more strongly 
related to the character strengths. 

Noftle et al. (2010) extended previous findings 
on associations between character strengths and 
personality traits in two studies. In Study 1, we 
attempted to replicate MacDonald’s findings, 
examining the relations between the VIA and a 
commonlyused Big Five measure, the Big Five 
Inventory (BFI; John, Naumann, & Soto, 2008). 
In Study 2, we examined the relations between 
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the IPIP-VIA and a Big Five measure that 
includes facet scales: the NEO-PI-R (Costa & 
McCrae, 1992). 

In Study 1, the percentage of variance in char- 
acter strengths explained by the Big Five domains 
(BFI) ranged from 14% (spirituality) to 46% 
(persistence) with a mean percentage of 33% of 
the variance explained by the Big Five across the 
24 strengths. With the exception of spirituality, 
the Big Five predicted more than 20% of the 
variance for each of the individual strengths. 

In Study 2, to examine whether facet-level 
analyses allowed for more predictability of the 
character strengths, we regressed all 30 NEO-PI-R 
facets on each character strength (see Table 14.1). 
For the NEO-PI-R facets, the percentage of vari- 
ance in character strengths explained by the 
Big Five ranged from 30% (fairness) to 50% 
(persistence) with a mean of 40% for the 24 
strengths. Thus, although the facets added to 
the predictability of the VIA character strengths 
over the global five factors, the character 
strengths were not completely redundant with, 
or reducible to, the facets of the Big Five. In Table 
14.1, we present the highest facet correlate 
for each of the character strengths, as well as 
the second-highest correlate if the magnitude 
of the correlation is similar. Aside from the 
correlations for spirituality and fairness that 
were more modest in magnitude, all other cor- 
relates were moderate to large in magnitude, 
ranging from. 42 (gratitude and creativity) to .63 
(persistence). 

Overall, these findings suggest that the VIA 
dimensions are associated with a broad range 
of personality traits. For some of the virtues, 
it appears as if there is a common thread of per- 
sonality attributes underlying the character 
strengths that comprise the virtue: Openness and 
ConscientiousnessforWisdom, Conscientiousness 
and Extraversion for Courage, Agreeableness 
and Extraversion for Humanity and for Justice, 
and Agreeableness for Temperance. However, 
there does not seem to be a core set of personal- 
ity traits underlying Transcendence. Although it 
is not clear how to interpret these relations, it is 
possible that personality dimensions facilitate 
the development of certain virtues and perhaps 
channel the way in which they are expressed in 
everyday behaviors. For example, if a person 
wants to cultivate wisdom, it would be helpful to 
be open to ideas or to act with deliberation or 
competence. If this interpretation is true, it would 
partly support Peterson and Seligman’s theory 
that the different character strengths related to a 
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TABLE 14.1 Predicting the VIA Character Strengths from the NEO-PI-R Big Five Facets 
(Noftle, Schnitker, & Robins, 2010, Study 2) 


VIA character strength R R? Strongest correlate(s) 
NEO-PI-R facet scale r (corrected r) 
Wisdom and Knowledge 
Creativity .63 39 O5: Openness to Ideas .42 (.50 
Curiosity 65 .42 O5: Openness to Ideas .44 (.55 
Judgment .61 37 C6: Deliberation 45 (.60 
Love of Learning 64 AL O5: Openness to Ideas .50 (.63 
Perspective 62 39 C1: Competence AA (.61 
Courage 
Bravery 67 .45 E3: Assertiveness .48 (.62 
Integrity .63 .39 C3: Dutifulness .44 (.63 
Persistence .70 50 C5: Self-Discipline .63 (.78 
Zest 63 39 E4: Activity 41 (.55 
Humanity 
Love 59 35 E1: Warmth 46 (.61 
Kindness 61 37 A3: Altruism; E1: Warmth 47 (.65); 46 (.62) 
Social Intelligence 61 37 E1: Warmth 46 (.59 
Justice 
Citizenship 58 34 E1: Warmth 45 (.57 
Fairness 55 30 A3: Altruism 36 (51) 
Leadership 69 47 E3: Assertiveness 56 (.71 
Temperance 
Forgiveness 62 39 A4: Compliance .50 (.67 
Modesty 67 .45 A5: Modesty .53 (.73 
Prudence .68 .46 C6: Deliberation .52 (73) 
Self-Regulation .68 .46 N5: Impulsiveness; -.54 (—.72); .53 (.68) 
Self-Discipline 
Transcendence 
Appreciation of Beauty .66 .44 02: Aesthetics .62 (.77) 
Gratitude 59 35 E1: Warmth; A3: Altruism 42 (.53); 40 (.56) 
Hope 65 .42 E6: Positive Emotions; N3: .46 (60); —.45 (-.58) 
Depression 
Humor .60 .36 E6: Positive Emotions .53 (.64) 
Spirituality .66 .44 A6: Tender-Mindedness .27 (.36) 
Mean: 63 40 .47 (.65) 
Range: 55 -.70  .30-.50 .27 — .63 (.36 — .78) 


Note. N=607. More than one NEO-PI-R facet is listed for a character strength if the size of the 
correlation was within .02 of the strongest correlate. “Corrected R” (shown in parentheses) refers 


to correlations corrected for measurement error in the VIA and NEO-PI-R scales. 
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particular virtue may reflect different ways to 
pursue that virtue. 


Predicting Well-being from VIA Character 
Strengths and Personality Traits 


Both character strengths and the Big Five dimen- 
sions have been linked to a wide range of measures 
of health and well-being, and other indicators of 
the “good life” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; 
Hampson & Friedman, 2008; Ozer & Benet- 
Martinez, 2006; Roberts et al., 2007) Thus, in the 
quest to disentangle the relationships between 
character strengths and personality, Noftle et al. 
(2010) examined the degree to which the VIA 
scales predict well-being above and beyond the 
Big Five personality dimensions, and vice versa. 
In Study 1, we assessed three “proxy” indicators 
of well-being: time perspective reflects an indi- 
vidual’s propensity to use five theoretically 
autonomous time orientations, which are 
strongly related to a plethora of health and well- 
being outcomes (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999); 
proneness to regret negatively correlates with 
life satisfaction and happiness and positively cor- 
relates with depression (Schwartz et al., 2002); 
and mindfulness (Brown & Ryan, 2003) corre- 
lates with decreased anxiety and depression, 
increased subjective and eudaimonic well-being, 
and fewer physical symptoms and doctor visits. 
In Study 2, we assessed two direct measures of 
well-being: the Satisfaction with Life scale (Pavot 
& Diener, 1993) and a single-item measure of 
physical health (DeSalvo et al., 2006). 

We performed a series of hierarchical linear 
regressions on each of the direct and proxy well- 
being variables. For each variable, we entered the 
character strengths at Step 1 and the Big Five 
dimensions at Step 2, and then repeated the analy- 
sis in the opposite order. In almost all analyses, 
the set of variables entered at Step 1 (either char- 
acter strengths or the Big Five) significantly pre- 
dicted the outcome (see Table 14.2). In a few 
cases, character strengths and the Big Five incre- 
mentally predicted well-being at Step 2 (i.e., 
independently of the other set of variables). 
Specifically, character strengths had independent 
effects on past-positive time perspective, regret, 
life satisfaction, and general health, whereas the 
Big Five had independent effects on past-negative 
time perspective, future time perspective, mind- 
fulness, life satisfaction, and general health. 

Overall, character strengths and personality 
traits had relatively similar predictive abilities 
for both direct and proxy measures of well-being. 
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However, the two sets of variables did not com- 
pletely overlap in their predictive abilities and, in 
somecases, had predictive power over and above 
the other set of variables. Certainly, character 
strengths do predict different aspects of well-be- 
ing, but they do not predict well-being substan- 
tially better than personality traits do. These 
analyses constitute a critical test of a basic tenet 
of positive psychology, that moral character 
engenders well-being and other positive subjec- 
tive experiences independently of basic personal- 
ity traits. 

In summary, our evaluation of character 
strengths leads to three conclusions. First, the 
empirical structure of character strengths has 
yet to be replicated, in our own analyses or those 
of other researchers. Future studies, especially 
those utilizing large samples, are needed to clar- 
ify the structure of the VIA. Second, character 
strengths appear to share a good deal of concep- 
tual and empirical overlap with personality traits, 
and future work will be needed to conceptually 
clarify the distinction between the two sets of 
constructs and empirically demonstrate the 
degree to which they are separable. Third, char- 
acter strengths are predictive of emotional and 
physical well-being, but their predictive power is 
sometimesentirely redundant with the Big Five; 
future research will be required to demonstrate 
the incremental validity of character strengths 
above basic personality traits. 


Moving Forward in the Study of 
Character Strengths 


In this final section, we describe several direc- 
tions for future research on character strengths 
and their relations with personality traits. Our 
suggestions are based on lessons learned from 
more than a century of research on personality. 
We argue that future research needs to clarify 
the conceptualization of the core constructs— 
character strengths—and differentiate them from 
personality traits; provide stronger evidence for 
the construct validity of the VIA and the theo- 
rized hierarchical structure of character strengths 
and virtues; clarify the cognitive and affective 
processes underlying the character strengths; and 
pursue large-scale longitudinal studies examin- 
ing the normative development of character 
strengths and the efficacy of interventions aimed 
at improving moral character and establishing 
the prospective influence of character strengths 
on real-world outcomes. 


10/8/2010 12:28:54 PM 


54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 


85 
86 


87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 


o ON DUN KR WYN 


NB BP BP BB Be BB Be H 
oO ON DU KR WN FP OO 


216 PART V. 


PERSONALITY 


® 


PERSPECTIVES 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


TABLE 14.2 Predicting Direct and Indirect Measures of Well-Being from the VIA Character 
Strengths and the Big Five Dimensions (Noftle, Schnitker, & Robins, 2010, Studies 1 and 2) 


DV Order Step 1 AR? Step 2 AR? Total R? 

Life Satisfaction 1)VIA, (2) NEO-PI-R .409** .055** .465 
1) NEO-PI-R, (2) VIA 287** 178** 

General Health 1)VIA, (2) NEO-PI-R 233 „088 .320 
1) NEO-PI-R, (2) VIA .185** .136** 

Time Perspective 

Future 1)VIA, (2) BFI 560% .051* 611 
1)BFI, (2) VIA 451*5 .160 

Present-Fatalistic 1)VIA, (2) BFI .308** .073 381 
1)BFI, (2) VIA .164** .217 

Present-Hedonistic 1)VIA, (2) BFI .424** 057 .480 
1)BFI, (2) VIA 2895 .192 

Past-Positive 1)VIA, (2) BFI 368% .039 407 
1)BFI, (2) VIA .142** .265* 

Past-Negative 1)VIA, (2) BFI .333** .102** .464 
1)BFI, (2) VIA 286: .178 

Regret 1)VIA, (2) BFI .330** .040 .370 
1)BFI, (2) VIA .063** 307% 

Mindfulness 1)VIA, (2) BFI .268** 115** .383 
1)BFI, (2) VIA 194% .188 


* p < .05 ** p < .01. Life Satisfaction and General Health were assessed in Study 2. 
Time Perspective, Regret, and Mindfulness were assessed in Study 1. 


Conceptual Concerns 


Peterson and Seligman (2004; Park, Peterson, & 
Seligman, 2004) outlined 12criteria for a charac- 
ter strength to be included in their taxonomy. 
According to their criteria, character strengths: 
1) are cross-culturally universal, (2) contribute 
to positive aspects of life and life outcomes, 
3) are valued as ends and not justas means, 
4) elevate others who witness their display, 
5) are not directly contrasted with weaknesses, 
6) are trait-like and manifested in behavior, 
7) are measureable, (8) are distinctive and not 
reducible to existing strengths in the taxonomy, 
9) are embodied in paragons, (10) can be found 
in prodigies, (11) are absent in other individuals, 
and (12) are supported by societal institutions 
and shared social rituals. 

In our view, these criteria are not sufficiently 
distinct from the way personality traits are con- 
ceptualized to merit differentiating the two sets of 
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constructs. Consider the trait of conscientiousness. 
Conscientiousness: (1) has been identified as a 
major personality characteristic across many cul- 
tures, using both eticand emic approaches (Saucier, 
2009; Schmidtt, Allik, McCrae, & Benet-Martinez, 
2007); (2) has been linked to higher college 
GPAs, greater family satisfaction, and better job 
performance (Noftle & Robins, 2007; Ozer& 
Benet-Martinez, 2006); (3) is commonly consid- 
ered to be morally valued; (4) when displayed in 
work and achievement contexts often makes 
others contagiously more responsible; (5) could 
be conceptually contrasted with being either lazy 
or flexible; (6) is highly stable across time 
(Roberts &DelVecchio, 2000) and is obviously 
manifested in behavior (Bogg& Roberts, 2004; 
Fleeson& Gallagher, 2009); (7) has been mea- 
sured successfully using numerous scales and 
inventories; (8) is distinctive and not reducible to 
Extraversion, Agreeableness, Neuroticism, or 
Openness (Goldberg, 1990); (9) is embodied in 
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paragons like social leaders; (10) can be found in 
extremely disciplined children like musical prod- 
igies; (11) is largely absent in individuals like 
psychopaths; and (12) is supported by social 
institutions and rituals like savings accounts, day 
planners, and awards. Although some of these 
examples may be debatable, not all of the charac- 
ter strengths identified by Peterson and Seligman 
clearly meet all of their criteria either, which the 
authors acknowledge. Given that the VIA classi- 
fication of strengths originates “in the spirit of 
personality psychology, and specifically that of 
trait theory” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; p. 10), 
and given the high amount of overlap revealed 
by our empirical studies, it will be important to 
clearly define and measure character strengths in 
ways that do not both conceptually and empiri- 
cally resemble established trait systems. 
Furthermore, several of the criteria may not 
be scientifically falsifiable. For example, the crite- 
ria of being able to identify paragons and prodi- 
gies to represent specific character strengths 
seems to resemble literary criteria rather than 
scientific ones; specifically, it is not clear on what 
grounds one would determine whether a partic- 
ular exemplar is, or is not, a paragon or prodigy. 
Additionally, the current data, which shows some 
fairly strong negative correlations between char- 
acter strengths and facets of personality, suggests 
that the criterion that remains agnostic about 
character weaknesses may be flawed. For exam- 
ple, out of all of the personality facets examined, 
the character strength of self-regulation was 
most strongly correlated, and negatively, with 
the Impulsiveness facet of Neuroticism (r=-.54). 
Obviously, each character strength may be 
opposed with at least one weakness, but as 
Peterson and Seligman proposed, there may exist 
unrelated weaknesses. Alternately, 
Aristotle’s formulation of a virtue as a mean 
between two extremes of vice, reflecting an 
excess and deficiency (Rorty, 1980), may be sup- 
ported. It seems like a realistic and important 
scientific goal to identify such weaknesses. 
Other questions remain about the inherent 
positivity of strengths. Are strengths always 
good in all situations, or are there some situa- 
tions in which having a lower level of a strength 
might have a more beneficial effect? Should 
strengths be displayed in some situations and 
not others? Is their goodness contingent on cer- 
tain conditions being met? Certainly one can 
imagine times when it is better to be prudent and 
times when it is better to be zestful. A consider- 
able amount of theorizing has been applied to 


several 
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understanding the benefits and drawbacks 
of being high or low on different traits (e.g., 
Nettle, 2006). Surely this could also be true of 
strengths? 

A related question concerns Peterson and 
Seligman's (2004) interesting, but somewhat 
underdeveloped, notion of “situational themes,” 
which are “specific habits that lead people to 
manifest given character strengths in given situ- 
ations” (p. 14). Unfortunately, analysis of char- 
acter strengths at this “behavioral” or “state” 
level has not been pursued, at least not that we 
were able to determine. A debate that plagued 
personality psychology for many years was the 
person-situation debate, for which two major 
points of contention were whether personality 
was consistent and whether traits predicted behav- 
ior at any kind of reasonable level (Donnellan, 
Lucas, & Fleeson, 2009; Kenrick & Funder, 1988; 
Mischel, 1968). One outcome of the debate was 
the realization that there were several different 
kinds of consistency (Ozer, 1986) and that traits 
may be highly consistent in some ways but not 
in others (Fleeson & Noftle, 2008). Another out- 
come of the debate was the insight that traits did 
seem to be good predictors of behavior in several 
circumstances but not in others (Epstein, 1979; 
Fleeson & Gallagher, 2009; Mischel & Shoda, 
1995). If positive psychologists are interested in 
pursuing the (important, we believe) study of 
how and when character strengths are mani- 
fested in behavior, and whether character 
strengths are situationally consistent or are con- 
tingent on situational themes (e.g., Fleeson, 
2007; Heller, Komar, & Lee, 2007), they would do 
well to learn from the complex conclusions taken 
from the person-situation debate. 

Another question concerns how individual 
strengths are related to one another. In general, 
the strengths tend to be weakly to moderately 
positively intercorrelated. But from a conceptual 
standpoint, could any of the strengths be at odds 
with one another? From a measurement perspec- 
tive, the influence of response styles such as 
socially desirable responding can lead to positive 
intercorrelations among self-report scales even 
when the latent constructs are negatively corre- 
lated. Does being high in one strength make it 
more difficult to attain high levels of another 
strength? For example, as conceptualized in the 
VIA, “open-mindedness” and “persistence” seem 
to point in different directions; open-mindedness 
is defined as “examining them [things] from all 
sides; not jumping to conclusions” (emphasis 
in original), whereas persistence involves 
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“persisting in a course of action in spite of obsta- 
cles; ‘getting it out the door’” (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004, p. 29). The Big Five were 
designed and theorized to be orthogonal to one 
another, which was not an aim pursued for the 
character strengths. However, in measurement, 
some Big Five facets are moderately negatively 
correlated with other facets. For example, the 
assertiveness and activity facets of Extraversion 
are negatively correlated, between -.18 and —.34, 
with the compliance and modesty facets of 
Agreeableness (e.g., Costa & McCrae, 1992). 
People who are assertive and active are less com- 
pliant and modest, which makes sense. Surely 
the same thing could be true of strengths. 

A final concern that we have is the apparent 
plethora of terms for some of the character 
strengths. Peterson and Seligman (2004) referred 
to their approach in identifying the character 
strengths as “one of piling on synonyms” 
(emphasis in the original; p. 16) to denote the 
quite reasonable idea that each strength includes 
a group of related traits with a family resem- 
blance. However, perusing the publications on 
character strengths from the last few years, we 
note that different publications (even those from 
the same laboratory!) do not consistently refer 
to the strengths but use several different syn- 
onyms. In some circumstances the differences 
are minor and easy to reconcile (e.g., Beauty vs. 
Appreciation of Beauty), but in others the terms 
are numerous and rather confusing (e.g., Open- 
mindedness vs. Judgment; Integrity vs. Honesty 
vs. Authenticity; Citizenship vs. Teamwork). 
Certainly, the Big Five literature has also dealt 
with different terms for the same traits over the 
years (Surgency vs. Extraversion, Openness vs. 
Intellect vs. Culture), but with only five broad 
traits (instead of 24), these have been relatively 
easy to assimilate. It would be very useful for the 
study of character strengths to standardize the 
referent terms. 


Validity Concerns 


John and Soto (2007) outlined five key aspects of 
construct validity: generalizability, content valid- 
ity, structural validity, external validity, and sub- 
stantive validity. We evaluate the VIA-IS on each 
of these criteria and suggest future recommen- 
dations. Peterson and Seligman (2004) and sub- 
sequent researchers (including ourselves) have 
attempted to validate the VIA character strengths. 
However, there are several aspects of construct 
validity that have been neglected and others for 
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which the VIA does not meet traditional psycho- 
metric standards. Below we briefly summarize 
the validity evidence for the VIA and note areas 
that merit further exploration. 


Generalizability 


Generalizability refers to whether scores and their 
interpretations generalize across contexts, occa- 
sions, and raters. It appears as though this aspect 
of validity has been most thoroughly explored. 
For example, individuals’ self-nominations of 
strengths are typically correlated with their VIA 
scale scores. The 24-character strength scales 
also demonstrate adequate internal reliability 
(alphas typically above .70) and reasonable test- 
retestreliability across four months, although 
stability across longer time periods will need to 
be examined to see if the character strengths are 
truly trait-like, as commonly claimed, and 
whether the degree of stability is comparable to 
that found for personality traits. 

Studies of the VIA have also been conducted 
in nations around the globe. For example, a web 
study of 54 nations was conducted using the VIA 
inventory (Park, Peterson, & Seligman, 2006), 
which revealed that profiles of most versus least 
common strengths were similar across the 
nations studied (although the researchers did not 
examine whether the differential social desir- 
ability of the items could explain this finding). 
However, the researchers did not examine 
whether the structure of the VIA generalized 
across nations, an important aspect of generaliz- 
ability that is related to structural validity, which 
we discuss below. Furthermore, a crucial weak- 
ness of the study was that the VIA was offered 
only in English, which placed a severe limitation 
on who could participate in the study. Future 
studies will need to replicate the results with 
translated measures, using an “etic” approach 
(e.g., Benet & Waller, 1995), such as two studies 
that have employed the VIA after it was trans- 
lated into Japanese (Otake et al., 2005; Shimai 
et al., 2006). 

Peterson and Seligman (2004) have thought- 
fully surveyed the world literature to develop a 
classification of virtues that does not simply 
reflect the characteristics “valued at the turn of 
the new century by upper-middle-class agnostic 
European American academic males” (p. 20). 
Generally, the VIA measure itself also appears to 
stand by this credo. However, direct translations 
of the VIA items into the languages of some cul- 
tures, such as pre-industrialized non-Westernized 
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cultures, may pose a problem. Analysis of the 
content of specific scales, such as “Love of 
Learning,” reveals items such as “I rarely read 
non-fiction books for fun” (reverse-scored) and 
“Tf I want to know something, I immediately go 
to the library or the Internet and look it up,” 
which seem needlessly constrained to middle-class 
concerns and opportunities. Similarly, some items 
on the “Love” scale seem to reflect an individual- 
istic notion of love rather than a collectivistic 
one, including “I am always willing to take risks 
to establish a relationship” and “I am the 
most important person in someone else’s life.” 
Allport’s (1931) concern about characteristics 
representing the conventional meanings of a 
specific time and place seems relevant here. 

Finally, the VIA character strengths have been 
investigated largely through self-report methods, 
to the neglect of other types of data, such as 
informant reports (e.g., peer, spouse, teacher, and 
parent reports), behavioral observations, stan- 
dardized laboratory tasks, and life history data. 
In one study, Peterson and Seligman (2004) 
report that peer reports reveal self-other agree- 
ment for some character strengths, but the evi- 
dence is neither strong nor extensive. Especially 
for measurement of character strengths such as 
integrity (e.g., honesty), evidence that generalizes 
beyond self-reports will be important (e.g., a stan- 
dardized laboratory task that allows for honesty 
vs. dissembling or teacher reports of student help- 
ing and other aspects of moral conduct). A VIA 
structured interview has been developed, and it 
will be important to examine the convergence 
between that measure and the VIA-IS. Like all 
individual difference measures, a multi-method 
nomological network must be established before 
the field accepts the validity of the VIA-IS. 


Content Validity 


Content validity refers to the relevance, cover- 
age, and quality of the measurement strategy in 
reference to the construct being studied. One 
aspect of content validity is face validity. The 
VIA-IS clearly has face validity because the vast 
majority of items are transparent (e.g., the item 
“Tam always curious about the world” is on the 
Curiosity character strengths scale). It is more 
difficult to establish the degree to which a mea- 
sure comprehensively covers the full content of 
the construct, or set of constructs, being assessed. 
In surveying world literature and philosophy 
for themes of virtue and character that were 
common across cultures (Dahlsgaard et al., 2005), 
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Peterson and Seligman surely have attended to 
this aspect of validity more than in the average 
personality questionnaire. However, researchers 
continue to debate whether all important aspects 
of virtue have been incorporated into the VIA, 
and Peterson and Seligman (2004) note that sev- 
eral proposals have been made for the inclusion 
of other strengths,for example patience 
(Schnitker & Emmons, 2007). In addition, there 
is little evidence that each character strength 
scale covers the full content of the construct or 
just certain aspects. One way to examine this 
question would be to ask a separate group of 
experts, independent from the set who collabo- 
rated in developing the VIA, to evaluate the con- 
tent validity of the scales. Similarly, there is little 
evidence that the character strengths theorized 
to constituteeach virtue actually cover all aspects 
of that virtue. 


Structural Validity 


Structural validity refers to whether the factor 
structure of a measure is consistent with the 
hypothesized structure of the construct. In our 
recent research (Noftle et al., 2010), we found 
little evidence for the structural validity of the 
VIA. The conceptual structure proposed by 
Peterson and Seligman (2004), organizing the 24 
strengths under sixbroad virtues, was not empir- 
ically supported, which replicates past failures to 
model the conceptual structure (e.g., MacDonald 
et al., 2008). We also found that other previous- 
lyidentified empirical structures of the VIA were 
not replicated, but that possible factor structures 
for the 24 character strengths tended to resemble 
the Big Five domains. Thus, we propose that the 
VIA-IS be modified so that its empirical struc- 
ture more closely corresponds to the theorized 
structure; alternatively, the theoretical concep- 
tion of the hierarchical structure of strengths 
and virtues needs to be revised. Once the empiri- 
cal structure maps onto the theoretical structure, 
further research is needed to establish the cross- 
cultural generalizability of the structure, just as 
the Big Five structure has been replicated across 
a wide range of cultures. 


External Validity 


External validity refers to whether a measure 
relates to other measures and types of data in a 
theoretically consistent manner. A large compo- 
nent of external validity is establishing conver- 
gent and discriminant validity: does a scale 
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correlate with measures of theoretically related 
constructs (convergent validity), and does it not 
correlate with measures of theoretically unre- 
lated constructs (discriminant validity)? 

The Noftle et al. study addressed the discrimi- 
nant validity of the VIA. Character strengths are 
theorized to be conceptually and empirically dis- 
tinct from personality traits. However, in some 
cases, we found very strong relations between 
the two sets of constructs, particularly for the 
character strengths of persistence (correlated .63 
with NEO-PI-R self-discipline), appreciation of 
beauty (correlated .62 with NEO-PI-R openness 
to aesthetics), modesty (correlated .53 with 
NEO-PI-R modesty), and prudence (correlated 
52 with NEO-PI-R deliberation). When these 
correlations were corrected for measurement 
error, the relations between the two sets of con- 
structs ranged from .73 to .78. Thus, several 
character strengths, as measured by the VIA, are 
almost identical to certain personality traits. In 
fact, when corrected for unreliability, 15 of the 
24 character strengths were correlated at least 
.60 with specific facets from the NEO-PI-R, sug- 
gesting considerable overlap. This is remarkable 
because the NEO-PI-R was administered approx- 
imately 10years before the IPIP-VIA; for exam- 
ple, despite the time interval, the self-discipline 
facet of the NEO-PI-R prospectively predicted 
the character strength of persistence 10 years 
later with a disattenuated correlation of .78. In 
addition, these estimations of the overlap between 
character strengths and personality represent 
only the amount of overlap between the charac- 
ter strengths and the individual facets that are 
most highly correlated with them. When multi- 
ple personality facets are considered together, the 
amount of overlap increases substantially. 

Together, these results suggest that much 
of the reliable variance in several character 
strengths is essentially redundant with existing, 
well-validated personality scales. Although one 
would expect some amount of overlap between 
personality traits and character strengths, and 
some overlap would actually be indicative of 
convergent validity, the strong correspondence 
observed in Noftle et al. is problematic, raising 
concerns about the external validity of the VIA 
character strength scales. 

Another key aspect of external validity is con- 
vergent validity. Almost all of the character 
strengths proposed by Peterson and Seligman 
have been studied individually by researchers 
before the development of the VIA. However, 
extensive mapping of the VIA character strength 
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scales onto these previously developed measures 
within a nomological net has not been done. This 
seems necessary for the rich pre-VIA literature 
on such qualities to inform and shape efforts 
stemming from the VIA approach. 


Substantive Validity: Happiness and 
Well-Being 


Substantive validity refers to the process of link- 
ing a measure to theoretically expected underly- 
ing processes. Some progress has been made in 
this aspect of validation. One central question 
concerns how character strengths are related to 
happiness, broadly construed. The last decade of 
research on character strengths and happiness 
has focused on this particular outcome. For 
example, Park, Peterson, and Seligman (2004) 
demonstrated, using data from multiple studies, 
that life satisfaction was positively related to the 
great majority of the character strengths, from 
those that had modest associations in the .15 to 
.20 range (judgment, prudence, and fairness) to 
those that had moderate to strong associations in 
the .40 to .60 range (hope, zest, and gratitude). In 
another study with a large Internet sample of 
over 12,000 respondents from the U.S., Peterson, 
Ruch, Beermann, Park, and Seligman (2007) rep- 
licated the life satisfaction findings and showed 
that the character strengths were modestly to 
moderately positively associated with three dif- 
ferent happiness orientations, one focused on 
pleasure, one on engagement, and one on mean- 
ing in life. Similar results were also found in the 
same study for a sample of German-speaking 
Swiss adults and in a separate study by Brdar 
and Kashdan (2010) of Croatian students. 
However, life satisfaction and other aspects of 
happiness have also been shown to be modestly 
to moderately associated with personality traits 
such as the Big Five (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998; 
Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2003). It is possible that 
the associations between character strengths and 
happiness can be explained by their overlap with 
personality. In Noftle et al., we attempted to 
extend this aspect of the nomological network by 
directly comparing the predictive validity of VIA 
character strengths and the Big Five personality 
traits. The relative predictive power of the two 
types of measures was essentially equivalent, 
although the VIA strengths were stronger in 
some instances. Admittedly, the analyses were 
exploratory, and some of the measures of well- 
being were proxy measures rather than direct 
assessments of well-being. It will be important to 
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determine whether the VIA scales outpredict per- 
sonality traits when outcomes theoretically cen- 
tral to character strengths are considered, such as 
aspects of well-being related to pleasure, engage- 
ment, and meaning in life (e.g., Peterson, Ruch, 
Beerman, Park, & Seligman, 2007). Conversely, 
the Big Five dimensions may do a better job pre- 
dicting outcomes other than well-being (e.g., 
relationship, work, and health outcomes), given 
that the VIA scales were specifically developed to 
predict positive subjective experiences. 

Other questions related to substantive validity 
are important. To what extent are the character 
strengths related to “the good life”? Obviously 
subjective well-being (SWB) is a central aspect, 
and focus on this aspect of the good life is theo- 
reticallycompelling. However, the problem with 
reliance on SWB is that it shares method vari- 
ance with the central method of measuring the 
character strengths, namely self-report. It will be 
important to examine whether the relation 
between VIA strengths and SWB holds when the 
strengths are measured using non-self-report 
methods and for non-subjective aspects of the 
“good life” such as living up to one's potential 
and making positive contributions to society. 

The positive psychology intervention research 
helps to address concerns about method variance 
inflating correlations between character strengths 
and self-report-based outcomes. Seligman, Steen, 
Park, and Peterson (2005) described a set of 
intervention studies to improve happiness. Three 
of the studies involved manipulations related to 
one or more of the 24 character strengths. In one 
intervention study, participants completed the 
VIA and were given feedback about their five 
highest strengths. They were then asked to use 
one of their five highest character strengths in a 
novel way for the next seven days. Compared 
with a control group, participants from the 
experimental group were happier and less 
depressed when tested up to six months later. 
Such studies suggest that happiness interven- 
tions may produce more than just transient 
change, but whether they have long-term posi- 
tive effects is currently not known. 


Substantive Validity: Three Domain-Specific 
Areas of Functioning 


We propose three important domains that should 
be investigated to examine the effects of charac- 
ter strengths. Freud famously invoked the impor- 
tance of love and work to humanity; to this small 
set we add health. A few studies have been 
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conducted in these areas, but this work has taken 
a backseat to the main research focus in the posi- 
tive psychology movement on overall happiness. 

Health. Health is an obvious next step in 
examining the benefits of strengths beyond hap- 
piness. Researchers should consider not only the 
direct effects of character strengths on general 
health but also how strengths affect the way a 
person responds to and copes with physical and 
mental health concerns and troubles, as the vast 
literature on personality and health has demon- 
strated (Hampson & Friedman, 2008). At least 
three studies have begun to investigate these issues. 
Peterson, Park, and Seligman (2006) found a 
buffering effect of specific character strengths 
on life satisfaction for those with a history of 
physical illness and those with a history of 
mental illness. Peterson et al. (2008) found that 
the number of traumatic events experienced by 
individuals actually were positively associated 
with higher levels of character strengths and 
greater growth following recovery. Finally, 
Peterson and Park (2006a) found that teenagers 
who had higher levels of character strengths 
tended to list fewer internalizing and external- 
izing problems on a behavioral checklist. 

Love. One surprising area of neglect in the 
character strength literature is close relation- 
ships. Personality traits have important implica- 
tions for romantic relationships. Both one’s 
traits, and the traits of one’s partner, influence 
relationship satisfaction both concurrently and 
longitudinally (Karney & Bradbury, 1995; Robins, 
Caspi, & Moffitt, 2000; 2002; Watson, Hubbard, 
& Wiese, 2000). Having a romantic partner who 
is higher in certain character strengths seems 
likely to have beneficial effects on one’s relation- 
ship. Many questions could be asked, such as: 
How do character strengths impact relationship 
satisfaction? Which strengths are most strongly 
related to having a stable relationship? Is there 
assortative mating on some of the character 
strengths? In regard to the last question, one 
of the interesting, but surprising, findings in 
personality is that there is little evidence of 
assortative mating in personality traits on average 
(Luo & Klohnen, 2005; Watson, Klohnen, Casillas, 
Simms, Haig, & Berry, 2004), but that the assorta- 
tive mating within couples that does occur does 
appear to be related to higher relationship satisfac- 
tion, at least in some samples (e.g., Luo & Klohnen, 
2005). It will be interesting to see whether charac- 
ter strengths also show low levels of assortative 
mating and what relation, if any, couple similarity 
in strengths has to satisfaction. 
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Work. Another area of inquiry should con- 
tinue to be educational and work settings. The 
importance of personality traits to academic and 
work settings has been clearly demonstrated 
(Barrick & Mount, 1991; Hogan, Hogan, & 
Roberts, 1996; Noftle & Robins, 2007; Roberts 
et al., 2007). Peterson and Park (2006a) have 
shown that some of the character strengths are 
correlated with academic achievement, peer- 
rated popularity, and self-rated social skills in 
young adults. Park, Peterson, and Seligman 
(2004) found that work satisfaction in a variety 
of domains is correlated with higher levels of 
certain character strengths, but there have been 
no intervention or longitudinal studies to help 
tease apart the causal direction. Peterson and 
Park (2006b) describe several findings related to 
work performance, but some of these findings 
have not yet been reported in empirical articles 
and thus are difficult to evaluate. In order to build 
a cumulative set of findings on character strengths 
and work (rather than ending up with a hodge- 
podge of disparate findings), future researchers 
are advised to draw from models of organiza- 
tional behavior developed by personality psychol- 
ogists. For example, Roberts (2006) proposed a 
model to explain and organize a full set of transac- 
tions between personality and work experiences 
across time, including processes of attraction, 
selection, transformation, manipulation, and attri- 
tion. Using this framework, positive psychologists 
could explore how strengths feed into successful 
organizations and, in turn, how organizations 
may foster strengths in their employees. This 
would also help to fulfill the promise of studying 
positive institutions, the relatively neglected 
third pillar of positive psychology. 

Work and love are just two specific, albeit 
important, instances from the respective broader 
agentic and communal domains (Wiggins, 2003). 
One thing that will be intriguing in future 
research on character strengths is their relative 
benefits within these two broad domains. 
Interestingly, although virtue is often conceptu- 
alized in terms of its benefits to others, most 
research so far has examined only the benefits of 
character strengths to the individual. Hopefully, 
future research will explore benefits of character 
strengths to close others and the group, and dem- 
onstrate the importance of character strengths to 
the self beyond that of happiness and health. 
Certainly hypotheses may be easily formed to 
match strengths appropriately to each domain. 
For example, the strengths of fairness, kindness, 
forgiveness, and love might have benefits within 
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communal domains, as they all could function to 
build harmony and acceptance among group 
members. On the other hand, the strengths of 
leadership, bravery, vitality, and love of learning 
might have benefits within agentic domains, since 
they could function to build status for the indi- 
vidual. Will character strengths facilitate both 
getting along and getting ahead as (positive) per- 
sonality traits do? Only future research will tell. 

Overall, there are some promising directions 
of research examining substantive validity. 
However, many of the associations revealed so 
far tend to hinge on a handful of strengths in 
ways that are not always theoretically obvious. 
For example, why should hope, zest, and leader- 
ship be related to fewer self-reported internaliz- 
ing problems rather than spirituality, gratitude, 
and humor (Peterson & Park, 2006a)? Why 
should persistence, prudence, love, and authen- 
ticity be related to fewer externalizing problems 
rather than self-regulation, forgiveness, and 
kindness? Future findings need to be organized 
within, and guided by, a more carefully con- 
structed theoretical framework. 

Furthermore, more studies should examine 
mediators and moderators of the connection 
between VIA character strengths and outcomes. 
Which variables moderate the persistence of a 
character strength-related intervention on hap- 
piness over time? If character strengths are 
linked with satisfaction in romantic relation- 
ships, what types of behaviors do partners with 
good character engage in that makes their rela- 
tionship more satisfying? How do these partners 
act toward and react to their significant other? 


Development 


Positive psychology will benefit from studying 
how the character strengths grow and develop 
across the lifespan. Large cross-sectional studies, 
such as the one of Linley et al. (2007), are useful 
to begin to understand normative age differences 
in character strengths. However, longitudinal 
studies will provide greater insight into the pro- 
cesses and outcomes of character strength devel- 
opment (Lazarus, 2003). It may be the case that 
levels of some character strengths are higher in 
some periods of life than other periods. We can 
already hypothesize how certain strengths might 
change with age, based on the substantial body 
of research documenting age-related changes in 
the Big Five dimensions (Roberts, Walton, 
&Viechtbauer, 2006). Zest, associated with the 
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Social Vitality aspect of Extraversion, is likely to 
peak early in life, whereas persistence and pru- 
dence, associated with Conscientiousness, are 
likely to peak later in life. Longitudinal studies 
will also reveal the stability of character strengths 
over long periods of life and the degree to which 
strengths exhibit trait-like consistencies over 
time. Longitudinal studies can also be used to 
examine the factors that predict within-person 
changes in character strengths; for example, 
which life experiences predict whether a person 
increases or decreases in wisdom during the 
transition from young adulthood to midlife? 
Finally, longitudinal studies will reveal how 
much of a buffering effect character strengths 
provide in response to both acute and chronic 
negative life events. 


Conclusions 


The positive psychology approach to studying 
character strengths has numerous benefits over 
past approaches investigating moral character. 
First, it has utilized scientifically suitable research 
designs and methods (e.g., Ong & Van Dulmen, 
2006). Second, it attempts to study character 
strengths outside a particular cultural perspec- 
tive and focus on universal virtues. Third, it has 
set a lofty goal to study character strengths com- 
prehensively rather than in a piecemeal fashion. 

However, the study of character strengths 
poses several problems. First, it is unclear both 
conceptually and empirically that the VIA char- 
acter strengths do not simply represent normal 
dimensions of personality traits that have been 
reconfigured (i.e., different mixes of the same 
domain of content) and re-labeled. We believe 
that the main distinctions made by Peterson and 
Seligman between character strengths and traits 
do not hold up to close scrutiny. Second, the 
structure of character strengths has not been 
clearly identified, has not been tested extensively 
in other cultures and linguistic groups, and does 
not conform to theoreticallyderived broad virtue 
dimensions. Third, validity evidence for charac- 
ter strengths, especially demonstrating what 
they add beyondexisting personality taxonomies, 
is lacking. This is not surprising in a field that is 
so new, but the future success of the field depends 
on establishing the validity of character strengths. 
At present, the evidence for positive psycholo- 
gy’s constructs at the individual trait level of 
analysis is not strong and thus is at risk for the 
same attacks that were levied against humanistic 
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psychology decades ago. To avoid the decline that 
befell their predecessors and move the field for- 
ward, positive psychologists would do well to 
address the existing validity concerns with stron- 
ger empirical evidence. 
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Notes 


1. The IPIP version of the VIA was con- 
structed somewhat differently than most IPIP 
measures, in that most of the items were newly- 
written specifically for developing the inventory. 
The 240 items from Peterson and Seligman's 
VIA were rephrased into IPIP style items, but 
the content remained the same. Thirty-nine of 
these items were subsequently removed and 
replaced with 12 new items that were themati- 
cally related but not simply reworded; thus the 
total scale consisted of 213 items. 

2. This solution is quite similar to the results 
of a study by Brdar and Kashdan (2010) of 
Croatian college students, using a translated ver- 
sion of the VIA-IS, which emerged as this chapter 
was going to press. 
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Personality Science and the Northern Tilt: 
As Positive as Possible Under the 


Circumstances 


Brian R. Little 


Introduction: Positive Psychology and 
Personality Science 


Positive psychology and personality science 
emerged virtually simultaneously as the new 
millennium appeared on our horizon. The aspi- 
rations and research agendas of these two intel- 
lectual movements overlap, yet their core tasks 
differ! The central concern of positive psychology 
is to reorient psychology to positive features of 
human conduct that have been understudied in 
conventional psychology, such as hope, happiness, 
exceptional accomplishment, virtuous action, 
and human flourishing (Sheldon, Frederickson, 
Rathunde, Csikszentmihalyi, & Haidt, 2000.) In 
exploring these topics, positive psychology is 
concerned with aspects of human thought, feel- 
ing, and action that are, in Peterson’s (2006) 
terms, “north of neutral.” Personality science, 
the hub of which is an invigorated and expanded 
personality psychology, aims to explore and 
integrate the full range of diverse influences on 
personality, drawing on disciplines ranging from 
molecular genetics to narrative theory (Cervone 
& Mischel, 2002a; Little, 2005, 2006). Its explora- 
tions extend both north and south of neutral. 
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I suggest that the geographic center of personal- 
ity science is essentially equatorial. 

My goal for this chapter is to reflect on how 
these two movements have co-evolved and how 
they may continue to do so. The key substantive 
question I explore is this: to what extent and in 
what ways are positive emotions, orientations, and 
actions critical for human well-being? Drawing 
on research in personality science, I will make the 
case that for some individuals, under certain cir- 
cumstances, adopting what I will call a northern 
tilt will be highly adaptive. Under other circum- 
stances, however, an upward-bound approach to 
life might be less adaptive. At its worst, unmiti- 
gated positivity might catch us unawares and 
bring us to our knees. 

I begin by taking stock of some shared themes 
in positive psychology and the study of person- 
ality. I start with the most important common 
concern—the conceptual and empirical analysis 
of human well-being and the diverse forms it 
may take. I then discuss three major sources of 
influence on human well-being: stable features 
of persons such as traits and basic orientations, 
volitional action such as personal projects, and 
influences within the social ecology where traits 
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are expressed and projects are pursued. After taking 
stock, I will then propose three areas for future 
exploration that blend the aspirations of both of 
these vital fields of inquiry. 


Taking Stock: Four Conjoint Themes 
in Personality Science and Positive 
Psychology 


Human Well-Being: The Complexity and 
Contestability of the Good 


Concern with human happiness, well-being, and 
flourishing is a constitutive and defining feature 
of positive psychology. In formulating theories 
of the life well led, positive psychology has 
drawn from a diversity of fields within and out- 
side of psychology.” Personality psychology has 
been one of the most stimulating of these sources. 
A frequently invoked link has been with theories 
of personality arising out of humanistic psychol- 
ogy, which reached its zenith in the middle of the 
20th century. However, many positive psycholo- 
gists have been wary of identifying too strongly 
with this tradition because of the perceived anti- 
measurement bias in much of humanistic psy- 
chology (Little, 1972a, Peterson, 2006). 

If the rhetorical passion of positive psychology 
emanated from 1950s humanistic psychology, its 
rigorous empirical groundwork originated else- 
where. During the 1970s and ‘80s, a group of 
largely independent research programs emerged 
in personality, social, and individual differences 
psychology that were explicitly concerned with 
positive features of human functioning. It is 
notable that some of these research programs 
arose concomitantly with the person-situation 
debate in personality psychology and in certain 
respects were the beneficiaries of the challenges 
and changes incurred during that fractious period. 
The resolution of the person-situation debate 
was found in perspectives positing the joint 
impact of person and situational factors on human 
action. Although sharing common assumptions, 
they adopted diverse names such as person- 
environment psychology, transactional and social 
ecological perspectives in personality (Little, 
1987b). These research programs brought to the 
fore diverse measures of human functioning, 
many of which would become incorporated into 
positive psychology, including subjective well- 
being and life satisfaction (Diener, 1984), individual 
and institutional factors influencing physical 
and emotional health (Moos & Insel, 1974), and 
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specialized orientations, competencies, and intel- 
ligences (Cantor & Kihlstrom, 1987; Gardner, 
1983; Little, 1976). In short, rigorous analyses of 
the causes and complexities of positive human 
functioning were well underway three decades 
before the official launch of positive psychology, 
and perspectives that would stimulate the rise 
of personality science were prominent among 
them. 

Despite the theoretical elegance of a unified 
concept of flourishing, and despite a generally 
positive manifold of correlations between diverse 
measures of positive functioning, several research 
programs advanced the proposition that the good 
life is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. 
Evidence began to accrue that hedonistic well- 
being may be independent of eudaimonic well- 
being, or more simply, that being happy may be 
independent of having a sense of meaning in 
one’s life (McGregor & Little, 1998; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000; Ryff, 1989; Waterman, 1993).° Also, if 
one examines human flourishing as exemplified 
in high-level achievement such as notable cre- 
ativity, there has been substantial evidence that 
such achievement might be accompanied by the 
frequent experience of both positive and nega- 
tive affect (see MacKinnon, 1962; Sheldon, 1995). 
Indeed, since antiquity and in particular historic 
periods, such as the 19th-century romantic liter- 
ary tradition, it was widely speculated that joyful 
happiness is conceivable only against a backdrop 
of melancholy (Wilson, 2008). 

Positive psychology has stimulated consider- 
ation of the complexities that arise when we try 
to specify the nature of the life well lived. By 
inviting to the table philosophers, both ancient 
and modern, who have reflected deeply on such 
issues, positive psychologists enliven discussion 
about foundational concerns such as the contest- 
ability of the good. For example, the audacious 
pursuit of core projects may simultaneously 
enhance the well-being of the project pursuer, 
create problems for a partner, and yet redound to 
the benefit of the larger community: Gauguin’s 
journey to artistic fulfillment was achieved at a 
cost to his family and a gain to Western culture. 
Similarly, the initial positive effects of optimism 
may be based on a misreading of one’s circum- 
stances and the ensuing action becomes unsus- 
tainable. In short, sometimes the well-being 
of individuals might be achieved at the cost 
of their social ecology. Focusing attention on 
human well-being in its diverse forms is at the 
very core of positive psychology. By drawing on 
and pulling together insights gleaned from 
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diverse intellectual traditions, including that of 
personality psychology, positive psychology 
exposes human well-being to be complex, con- 
testable, and, as a capstone of an emerging disci- 
pline, of compelling interest. 


Positive Dispositions: Northern Tilt as 
Natural Inclination 


The search for relatively stable factors that pre- 
dispose individuals to experience happiness and 
engage in a rich and satisfying life is a robust and 
growing area of research. Is there a set of disposi- 
tions that would naturally tilt in the northerly 
direction? I will consider two different categories 
of dispositions: traits and basic orientations. The 
former is a dominant focus of contemporary 
research in both personality and positive psy- 
chology; the latter has been all but ignored.* 


Traits and Well-Being: Beyond 
Stable Extraversion 


After a period of turbulence during the great trait 
debate, the study of stable dispositions has gone 
through a period of steady, sustained growth. 
There is a broad consensus that human personal- 
ity comprises five major factors: Openness 
to Experience, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, 
Agreeableness, and Neuroticism. 

One of the most reliable and robust findings 
regarding traits and well-being is that two of the 
Big Five dimensions of personality are very 
strongly linked to measures of well-being— 
Extraversion (positively) and Neuroticism 
(negatively) (Costa & McCrae, 1980). Indeed, 
the formulaic title, “Happiness is a thing called 
stable extraversion” (Francis, 1998) does not 
seem particularly contentious. Extraversion is 
associated with states of positive affect and lon- 
ger-term happiness in part because of the sensi- 
tivity of extraverts to reward cues in the 
environment. Extraverts have low thresholds for 
the detection of such cues and are particularly 
likely to find positive stimulation in social 
encounters (Argyle & Lu, 1990; Lucas, Le, & 
Dyrenforth, 2008). Neurotic individuals are 
highly sensitive to punishment cues, in contrast 
with stable individuals who are less sensitive to 
such cues (Gray, 1982). Consequently, stable 
extraverts have a decidedly northern tilt to their 
perceptions of the environment, which in turn 
promotes their active engagement with a world 
of positive opportunities. Neurotic introverts, 
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in contrast, are more likely to have a southern 
discomfort to their world views, which in turn 
promotes disengagement from a world of threat 
and potential danger. 

If we move beyond happiness and examine the 
exercise of competencies and talents as aspects of 
human flourishing, traits beyond Extraversion 
and Neuroticism play a key role. For example, 
Conscientiousness and Openness to Experience 
are predictors of conventional and creative achieve- 
ments, respectively (e.g, Chamorro-Premuzic, 
2006). Once again, however, there are subtleties 
in terms of the specific domains in which stable 
traits predict success. In meta-analytic studies, 
Conscientiousness is consistently found to be a 
robust predictor of occupational success (e.g., 
Barrick & Mount, 1991), but there are some 
occupational exceptions. Hogan and Hogan 
(1993) demonstrated this in a group of Tulsa jazz 
musicians, among whom the least conscientious 
were the most effective. Why do conscientious 
jazz musicians strike a discordant note among 
their peers? Possibly they may adopt a highly 
focused style that actually inhibits the detection 
of pitch changes or tempo shifts spontaneously 
initiated by others during a jam session. 
Contemporary work organizations, in many 
respects, seem to be more like jam sessions than 
the classical hierarchies that conventional orga- 
nization charts imply. So, even though stable 
traits may well predict positive outcomes in 
achievement and other domains, our joint 
research enterprise requires constant checking 
on and updating of the nature of the job, task, 
or project requirements that define such success. 
Yesterday's northward tilting traits might 
tomorrow point due south. 

Are the Big Five dispositions “natural” in the 
sense that there is a biological substratum, of 
genetic origin, underlying them? The evidence 
suggests an affirmative answer: Each of the 
major dimensions of personality has a moder- 
ately high level of heritability (e.g., Jang, Livesley, 
& Vernon, 1996). There is also evidence that hap- 
piness, itself, has a high degree of heritability 
(Lykken & Tellegen, 1996). This evidence led the 
authors to suggest that happiness is essentially 
luck in the genetic lottery and wanting to be 
happy for an adult was as futile as wanting to be 
taller, a claim that Lykken (2000) subsequently 
reconsidered and disavowed. Recent develop- 
ments in trait theory are consistent with the pos- 
tulate that there may be a biological base to 
positive traits. DeYoung, Peterson, and Higgins 
(2002) propose that the Big Five dimensions of 
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personality can be subsumed by two higher-order 
factors of plasticity, subsuming Extraversion and 
Openness,and stability, subsuming Agreeableness, 
Conscientiousness, and (negatively) Neuroticism. 
They postulate that plasticity is related to chronic 
levels of dopaminergic activity and that stability 
is related to chronic levels of serotonergic activ- 
ity. The joint capacity to maintain order while 
being open to change in the environment is par- 
ticularly likely to be adaptive. 

One of the most interesting intersections of 
personality science and positive psychology has 
been explorations on whether we can change 
levels of happiness by having individuals simu- 
late one of the Big Five traits associated with 
happiness, such as Extraversion. Fleeson and his 
colleagues (Fleeson, Malanos, & Achille, 2002) 
found that introverts who acted in an extraverted 
fashion in a laboratory situation reported high 
levels of positive affect during those enactments. 
The boundary conditions on this intriguing find- 
ing remain to be discovered. Are such shifts in 
positive affect temporary, or might there even be 
“costs” of acting out of character, particularly if 
such behavior is engaged in over a protracted 
period of time (Little, 1996, 2000a; Little & 
Joseph, 2007)? 

To summarize: Personality science provides 
increasing evidence that relatively stable traits 
of personality may contribute to a northern tilt 
of positive evaluations about and encounters 
with the environment. But to which features of 
the environment are such positive encounters 
directed? What is the terrain of the northern 
territories to which we tilt in our transactions 
with the environment? Traits get us only so far 
in answering these questions; something more is 
needed. 


Primary Orientations: Persons, 
Things, and Self 


Positive psychology stimulates new inquiry, but 
it also invites us to revisit older research topics 
of potential relevance to human flourishing 
that appeared promising but that, for whatever 
reason, didn’t flourish. In so doing, we may dis- 
cover research domains that are worthy of resus- 
citation. One such broad domain is the study of 
interests and orientations (e.g., Peterson, 2006, 
Chapter 8). Like traits, basic orientations are 
relatively stable features of individuals. Although 
such positively tilting dispositions would be 
expected to be natural units of analysis for 
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personality psychology, their study has been pri- 
marily undertaken by vocational and counseling 
psychologists, and the research has been largely 
atheoretical. However, one program of research 
in personality, called specialization theory, had 
basic orientations as a core theoretical construct 
(Little, 1972a, 1976). For reasons that, quite 
naturally, I find difficult to understand, this research 
initiative was comprehensively ignored. By revis- 
iting it through the lens of positive psychology, 
I want to make the case for resuscitation.° 

Specialization theory (Little, 1972a) was pro- 
posed as a constructive alternative to Kelly’s (1955) 
personal construct theory and to theories of per- 
sonality based on humanistic psychology. Both 
of these theoretical orientations were precursors 
to positive psychology, although Kelly’s theory 
has received far less attention among positive 
psychologists than Rogers, Maslow, and other 
humanistic psychologists. Kelly argued that all 
people, not just those with Ph.Ds, are essentially 
scientists—erecting and testing hypotheses 
about the world and revising them in the light of 
experience. Kellian theory was remarkably pre- 
scient in its systematic treatment of cognitive 
aspects of human endeavors. Humanistic psy- 
chology promoted a similarly uplifting view of 
personality. Individuals were attuned to values 
and experiences that challenged the image inher- 
ent in psychoanalytic and behavioral theories of 
the day. Both Kellian and humanistic perspec- 
tives were consistent with positive psychology’s 
plea for an “open and appreciative” stance toward 
those whom they study (Sheldon & King, 2001, 
p.216). They both captured the propensity of 
people to tilt northwards. 

Specialization theory took a related but some- 
what different view. It argued that in their 
thoughts, feelings, and actions, individuals were 
selectively attuned to their environments: 
humans were essentially “specialists.” Our theo- 
retical job was to explore the nature of such spe- 
cialized orientations and their implications for 
human adaptation, particularly for effective 
engagement in the world and with creativity 
(Little, 1976). 

In retrospect, I think specialization theory was 
akind of mitigated positive psychology. It shared 
with the Kellian and humanist perspectives, and 
therefore with contemporary positive psychol- 
ogy, a conviction that humans were audacious 
creatures actively engaged with the world and its 
objects. But specialization means that some 
domains will be necessarily ignored. We may be 
astute Kellian scientists in some areas of our 
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lives and utterly inept and disinterested in others. 
More subtly, specialization entails errors of omis- 
sion and commission. Specialization may stimu- 
late hyperdevelopment of particular interests. 
Positive orientation, through positive feedback 
loops, can drift into dysfunction.’ 

The first theoretical challenge was to inquire 
into the nature of human environments to which 
individuals might tilt. Here the work of the ana- 
lytic philosopher Strawson (1959) in descriptive 
metaphysics was foundational. Strawson’s con- 
cern was to determine what he called the “primary 
particulars” of daily realities, and he posited that 
persons and material objects met his stringent 
criteria. Persons and things, in short, were founda- 
tional, ontologically primitive elements of human 
contexts. The notion of primary objects as the 
foci of differential orientation was compelling 
and suggested that psychological specialization 
might arise through individuals selectively ori- 
enting themselves toward these primary domains. 
Modes of thinking about more abstract concepts 
or about blends of persons and things might then 
be influenced by a person’s primary orientation. It 
was also assumed that some individuals might tilt 
toward both persons and things, but that remained 
an open empirical question. These were the theo- 
retical hunches that stimulated the empirical 
research program on primary orientations. 

The research agenda of specialization theory 
was inspired by personality psychology’s inte- 
grative challenge. It included the development of 
assessment tools tapping into the affective, cog- 
nitive, and behavioral aspects of differential ori- 
entation. The Thing-Person orientation scale 
(T-P scale) was constructed to examine primary 
orientation—the affective component of special- 
ization (Little, 1972b). By having separate mea- 
sures of person orientation and thing orientation, 
it was possible to test whether there is a general 
tendency to have positive orientations toward 
the environment or whether person and thing 
orientation were, as some vocational theorists 
had argued, contrary orientations. Neither 
assumption was supported. Person orientation 
and thing orientation were shown to be inter- 
nally consistent and orthogonal dimensions 
(Little, 1972b). 

Research with the T-P scale suggested that pri- 
mary orientation toward a domain created a “spe- 
cialization loop” in which affective, cognitive, and 
behavioral processes became mutually reinforc- 
ing (Little, 1976). For example, thing specialists 
(those scoring high on T and low on P) experi- 
enced more positive affect toward a diversity of 
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physical objects; they were more cognitively 
complex regarding things and engaged in greater 
frequency of encounters with them. Similarly, 
person specialists (high on P, low on T) enjoyed 
being with diverse people, construed them more 
complexly, and spent more time in interaction 
with them (Little, 1972b).$ 

The orthogonality of person and thing orien- 
tation means that, along with person and thing 
specialists, we can identify equal numbers of 
individuals scoring high on both dimensions 
and those scoring low. The former we called 
generalists. They were shown to have a broad 
range of competencies and scored particularly 
highly on measures of creativity. The latter we 
called non-specialists and were the least engaged 
of the four groups. When we studied the way in 
which the four groups construed their daily 
environments, specifically a diversity of neigh- 
borhoods with which they were familiar, the 
orientations of all four quadrants became clearer. 
As expected, person specialists focused on the 
human elements of their environments (e.g., 
“lots of kids”); thing specialists focused on the 
material and technical aspects (e.g., “cobblestone 
streets”). Generalists noticed emergent features 
of the milieu (e.g., “exciting atmosphere”). Non- 
specialists were more likely to construe in terms 
of the relevance of the particular settings to 
their own needs (e.g., “close to where I live”)— 
suggesting that they might be more appropri- 
ately called self-specialists (Little, 1972b).° 

Are primary orientations, like traits, “natural” 
features of individuals? Again an affirmative 
answer seems warranted. There is evidence for 
moderately high heritability coefficients for 
vocational interests that are essentially measures 
of person and thing orientation (Schermer & 
Vernon, 2008). There are also substantial and 
consequential sex differences in primary orien- 
tations, with women showing considerably 
higher levels of orientation toward persons 
(Little, 1972b, Lippa, 1998). Graziano and his col- 
leagues (e.g., Graziano, Habashi, Evangelou, and 
Ngambeki, 2009) have been exploring the impli- 
cations of person-thing orientation for attraction 
to and retention in engineering, physical science, 
and related fields, where women are seriously 
underrepresented. Thing orientation, particu- 
larly for women, is a very strong predictor of 
entry into and retention in these fields. 

There are several implications of this line of 
inquiry for positive psychology. First, primary 
orientations are associated with greater efficacy, 
enjoyment, and engagement in two fundamental 
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domains relevant to the quality of lives—our 
commerce with the social world and the world of 
material objects. Second, the notion of specializa- 
tion loops provides a perspective on how positive 
orientations can both advance human effective- 
ness and compromise it. In terms of adaptive 
competencies, generalists, those equally engaged 
with persons and things, seem able to adopt both 
agentic and communal orientations toward their 
environmental encounters. Third, specialization 
theory by exploring human orientation to the 
non-human environment highlights an area 
that is radically understudied in psychological 
research on well-being (Little, 1972a; Searles, 
1960). Specialization theory shifts the adaptive 
landscape considered relevant to personality and 
well-being to include the physical objects, both 
natural and constructed, which are too often 
obscured by the overwhelming presence of other 
people as the analytic focus of our psychological 
theories of well-being. When we tilt toward the 
environment to explore and be audacious, it is a 
world full of both material objects and social 
actors. I suggest that, as personality scientists 
and positive psychologists, our theories are rich 
in detail about the role of other persons in 
enhancing the well-being of our respondents. 
But the material world of mountain landscapes 
and four-stroke engines also needs our attention. 
We need to theorize about things more clearly. 


The Happiness of Pursuit: Northern Tilt as 
Personal Action 


A major area of common concern to positive psy- 
chology and personality science is that of per- 
sonal action constructs (PAC). PAC units include 
the study of current concerns, personal strivings, 
personal projects, and life tasks (Little, 1999a, 
1999b). In contrast with broader-based motiva- 
tional theories, PAC units are middle-level and 
contextually embedded analytic concepts that 
provide a fine-grained analysis of the motiva- 
tional dynamics of daily lives (Little, 1989). 


Emergence of PAC Units: Internal and External 
Dynamics of Daily Lives 


Two influential PAC units emerged indepen- 
dently during the 1970s: current concerns and 
personal projects. Klinger’s (1977) work on 
current concerns arose out of the fields of moti- 
vational and clinical psychology. Current con- 
cerns are conceived to be processes stimulated 
by a person’s commitments, and these processes 
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remained active until the concern is consum- 
mated or abandoned. A rich array of internal 
processes was shown to be influenced by current 
concerns, including effects upon fantasy and 
dreaming (Klinger, 1987). 

Personal projects arose out of the field of per- 
sonality and environmental psychology (Little, 
1972a, 1976, 1979, 1983) and comprise extended 
sets of personally salient action in context. 
Personal projects lie at the intersection of internal, 
self-regulatory processes and external, social eco- 
logical affordances and constraints. The earliest 
published empirical research with personal proj- 
ects was explicitly focused on how such pursuits 
might influence well-being (Palys & Little, 1983). 
Subsequent research revealed that well-being 
was enhanced to the extent that people are 
engaged in personal projects that are meaning- 
ful, efficacious, structured, supported by others, 
and not unduly stressful (Little, 1989). Although 
arising out of different theoretical lineages, cur- 
rent concerns and personal projects methods 
have increasingly been integrated, particularly 
in the domain of motivational counseling (Cox 
& Klinger, 2004; Little & Chambers, 2004). 

During the 1980s, research with PAC units 
flourished, and this research, conjoined with the 
study of personal goals, continues to this day." 
Two particularly generative research programs 
were those on personal strivings (Emmons, 1986) 
and life tasks (Cantor, Norem, Niedenthal, 
Langston, & Brower, 1987). Personal strivings 
comprise pursuits that reflect what a person is 
typically trying to achieve. Like other PAC units, 
appraisals of personal strivings display strong and 
theoretically compelling links with measures of 
well-being (Emmons, 1986, 1999). For example, 
conflict between personal strivings has been 
linked to compromised physical and emotional 
health (Emmons & King, 1988). 

Life tasks comprised socially mandated and 
age-graded norms about what one was expected 
to be doing. For example, students in transition 
through the first year of university could readily 
categorize their daily pursuits into life task cate- 
gories such as “do well in my studies,” “make 
new friends,” or “get independent of my parents.” 
Successful transitions were associated with the 
skills and strategies that students used in pursu- 
ing their life tasks, and contrasting styles such as 
“defensive pessimism” and “illusory glow opti- 
mism” were identified as alternative routes to 
successful transitions (Cantor & Norem, 1989). 

PAC units can be considered to form a con- 
tinuum ranging from internally generated 
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sources of action to externally generated sources 
of action. Current concerns and personal striv- 
ings are primarily focused on internal factors. 
Life tasks, arising as they do out of cultural 
expectations, are more attuned to the external 
sources of daily pursuits. Personal projects, as 
mentioned, have a focus primarily at the interac- 
tional cusp of internal and external sources of 
personal action. Indeed, when we ask individuals 
to list their everyday personal projects, the lists 
include pursuits that span the full spectrum 
from current concerns and strivings through 
to life tasks and imposed social roles (Little & 
Gee, 2007). 

PAC units and personal goal research have 
now generated a substantial body of research 
literature, much of which straddles the boundary 
between personality science and positive psy- 
chology. In the following sections I will focus 
on personal projects as representative of this 
research, primarily because the project analytic 
perspective was developed explicitly as a way 
of providing both the integration required 
in personality science and a focus on well- 
being consistent with the aspirations of positive 


psychology. 


Personal Project Pursuit and Well-Being: 
Major Themes 


Studies of individuals’ appraisals of their per- 
sonal projects have consistently demonstrated 
substantial relations with diverse measures of 
well-being (Little, 1989; Little, Salmela-Aro & 
Phillips, 2007; Palys & Little, 1983). Although 
dozens of appraisal dimensions have been stud- 
ied, depending on the particular group or ecosys- 
tem under investigation, contemporary research 
reveals these to be subsumable under five major 
factors: project meaning, manageability, support, 
positive affect, and negative affect. It seems rea- 
sonable to postulate that human well-being will 
be positively related to pursuing personal proj- 
ects that are appraised as meaningful, manage- 
able, supported, and as generating greater 
positive than negative affect.!* As we shall see, 
as reasonable as such a postulate might appear, 
the cumulative data suggest that the links 
between project pursuit and well-being are more 
subtle, but no less interesting. I will briefly 
and selectively discuss each of these factors, 
noting some of the major findings as well as 
some of the complexities that arise when we 
explore how project pursuit influences the qual- 
ity of lives. 
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Meaning: A Predictive Paradox of Meaningful 
Project Pursuit? 


Of considerable relevance to the theme of the 
current volume is that there is a definite north- 
ern tilt to people’s appraisals of their personal 
projects. If we regard meaningful pursuit to sub- 
sume both the hedonic and more value-laden 
aspects of daily activity, there is clear evidence 
for the prevalence of meaningful projects in our 
daily lives. Relative to the midpoints of scales 
(from 0 to 10) individuals rate their projects to 
be consistent with their core values (M = 7.67), 
important (M = 7.54), self-expressive (M = 6.81), 
absorbing (M = 6.16.), and enjoyable (M = 6.07). 
When we examine only dimensions that tap into 
the affect experienced during pursuit of a project, 
the northerly tilt is even more apparent, with 
ratings on positive affect dimensions being 
considerably higher than ratings on negative 
affect dimensions (for example, experiencing 
feelings of happiness (M = 5.90) versus sadness 
(M = 2.12). 

When we examine the types of projects indi- 
viduals are pursuing, several categories are par- 
ticularly likely to bring pleasure to individuals. 
Both interpersonal and recreational pursuits are 
especially likely to be appraised positively, sug- 
gesting that leisure and love contribute impor- 
tantly to individuals’ well-being. Academic work 
for students and occupational projects for work- 
ing individuals are consistently rated as less 
enjoyable and more onerous. 

One particularly interesting category of per- 
sonal project is that of intrapersonal projects, 
which are essentially self-focused. These include 
pursuits such as “try to be more outgoing” or “be 
less hard on myself.” Such projects have been 
reliably associated with the experience of depres- 
sive affect (Salmela-Aro, 1992). However, they 
also have interesting links with creativity (Little, 
1989). Creative individuals appraise their intrap- 
ersonal projects as highly self-expressive, whereas 
depressed individuals do not. It is of both theo- 
retical and practical significance to ask what 
might tip an intrapersonal project in the direc- 
tion of being a creative pursuit rather than one 
that cascades down into depression. One poten- 
tial answer, consistent with self-determination 
theory (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2000), relates to the 
origin of the intrapersonal project. If the project 
has been extrinsically imposed upon an individ- 
ual (“you had better try to be more outgoing if 
you're going to keep your job”) rather than 
intrinsically generated (“I might actually enjoy 
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being a bit more outgoing”), it is likely that 
the affect experienced will be more negative. 
Such projects have an additional significance: 
they induce individuals to act in ways that run 
counter to their current dispositions. As men- 
tioned above, in the context of relatively stable 
dispositions, free traits may be engaged to advance 
other projects. From a personality science per- 
spective, this means that there may be a disjunc- 
tion between genotypic and phenotypic aspects 
of trait-like behavior. From a positive psychol- 
ogy perspective, this means that individuals may 
be promoting well-being by advancing core proj- 
ects, but simultaneously compromising it by 
acting in ways that might extract a physiological 
cost (Little, 2008). 

If people generally have high levels of mean- 
ingful projects, and if certain categories of proj- 
ect reliably differ in their meaning, it seems 
reasonable to predict that individuals engaged in 
projects relatively high in meaning will experi- 
ence a higher quality of life. However, if we look 
at the strength of relation between project mean- 
ing dimensions and indices of well-being, a pre- 
dictive paradox occurs: Of the five major project 
factors, meaning has the lowest degree of linkage 
with measures of well-being. Indeed, in meta- 
analytic studies, only project enjoyment, among 
the meaning dimensions, is reliably and signifi- 
cantly associated with measures of life satisfac- 
tion (Wilson, 1990). I first noted and explored 
this paradox in a volume dedicated to the “human 
quest for meaning” (Wong & Fry, 1998), where I 
had originally intended to summarize the impor- 
tance of project meaning in predicting outcome 
measures of well-being. The lack of strong rela- 
tions between project meaning and well-being 
seemed rather ironic. 

But the paradox turned out to be only an 
apparent one. Two sets of studies helped clarify a 
rather more subtle role of meaning in project 
pursuit that emerged only when more sophisti- 
cated research designs were employed (Little, 
1998). One problem with studies that suggested 
well-being was unrelated to project meaning was 
that the outcome measures were heavily 
weighted toward the more hedonic aspects of 
well-being. However, when measures that tapped 
into life purposes and a sense of coherence were 
used, the more value-laden dimensions of proj- 
ect meaning were indeed related to these mea- 
sures and were unrelated to the more hedonic 
outcome measures (McGregor & Little, 1998). 
Another set of findings, to be discussed below, 
raised the pivotal issue of the joint importance of 
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meaning and manageability in goal pursuit for 
the promotion of well-being (Sheldon & Kasser, 
1998). 


Manageability: Initiation, Efficacy, and Control 


We may be pursuing deeply meaningful personal 
projects, but they may be so chaotically orga- 
nized that they detract from, rather than enhance, 
our sense of well-being. The Manageability 
factor in PPA includes dimensions such as initia- 
tion, efficacy, and control. As with the meaning 
dimensions, there is a northerly tilt to the 
Manageability dimensions with mean scores 
(from 0-10) well beyond the scale midpoint 
(initiation M = 7.11, efficacy (M = 7.18, control 
M =7.29). Moreover, meta-analytic studies have 
shown that factors related to manageability, such 
as efficacy and control in project pursuit, have 
consistently been the strongest positive predic- 
tors of a diversity of well-being measures, stron- 
ger even than dimensions of enjoyment or those 
more focused on meaning (Wilson, 1990). 

The appraisal dimension of initiation asks 
respondents to rate the extent to which the orig- 
inal impetus for each project lies primarily with 
them (high scores) or with external sources. As 
noted above, mean scores on this were definitely 
tilted in the direction of self-generated projects. 
However, in a study of mainland Chinese stu- 
dents it was found that initiation scores were 
considerably lower and significantly different 
from a comparable group of Canadian students. 
It turned out that the reason for this was that 
the cadre or group to which an individual 
belonged was more likely to generate everyday 
projects, a state of affairs consistent with the 
communitarian, indeed, communistic society 
within which these individuals lived out their 
days. Interestingly, the Chinese group’s projects 
were also rated as more enjoyable than those 
of Canadian students (Little, Xiao, & Watkinson, 
1985). We regard project initiation as a key aspect 
of managing one’s projects, on the assumption 
that we are more likely to have ascertained 
the viability of a self-initiated project than one 
thrust upon us. But the concept of initiation is 
theoretically similar to the notion of intrinsi- 
cally (versus externally) regulated behavior in 
self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 
Ryan & Deci, 2000), which is arguably more 
related to the meaning factor. It can be suggested 
that, at least in Western culture, to initiate one’s 
projects is likely to enhance both their meaning 
and their manageability. 
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Efficacy is assessed by asking respondents to 
rate the degree of progress on their personal 
projects as well as their likelihood of success. 
Project efficacy is very strongly linked to mea- 
sures of life satisfaction across a broad array of 
samples and ages. In meta-analyses, among the 
projects dimensions it has consistently been the 
single best positive predictor of life satisfaction 
(Wilson, 1990). However, Sheldon & Kasser 
(1998) demonstrated that mere efficacy, at least 
in terms of progress made in pursuing personal 
goals, is insufficient for predicting well-being. 
Only efficacy as experienced in self-determined 
goal pursuits had an impact on well-being. 
Because most of the projects generated in per- 
sonal projects methodology are highly meaning- 
ful and primarily self-initiated, our finding that 
efficacy is a very strong predictor of well-being is 
consistent with Sheldon and Kasser's findings. 
However, their results serve as a warning that 
the efficacious completion of truly trivial pur- 
suits is not going to yield a dividend in human 
happiness and quality of life. 

Control is a ubiquitous concept in research in 
personality and positive psychology. Since its 
inception, PPA has included a measure of the 
extent to which individuals feel they are in con- 
trol of their projects. Generally, the degree of 
perceived control is significantly correlated with 
measures of well-being. Once again, however, 
there are important issues that need to be taken 
into account before postulating that perceived 
control is an unmitigated positive factor in 
enhancing well-being. A central tenet of our 
social ecological perspective is that a sense of 
control is adaptive to the extent that it is based 
on an “accurate reading of ecosystem constraints 
and resources” (Little, 1979, p.12). In some proj- 
ects, particularly those involving work settings, 
both actual and perceived control may be com- 
paratively low. Acting upon expectations of high 
levels of control in such projects may not be 
adaptive (Little, 1987b). 


Support: With a Little Help (and Hindrance) 
from our Friends 


One”s personal projects may be both meaningful 
and manageable, but other people may accord 
them little significance, may provide no help in 
bringing them to fruition, or may even actively 
conspire to thwart them. Our earliest research 
attempted to tap into this aspect of project pursuit 
by the use of two dimensions—project visibility 
and the respondent's perception of the importance 
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other people attached to the project. These dimen- 
sions are consistently highly correlated and 
defined what we called the “community” factor— 
the extent to which a project was embedded in 
and valued by others in the surrounding social ecol- 
ogy. In more recent studies we have added another 
dimension, project support, that loads on the same 
factor and which we have now taken as the name 
for that factor. We expected that Support would be 
a key predictor of well-being and related measures. 
However, unlike some of the Manageability dimen- 
sions, visibility and perceived importance by 
others had only marginal direct relationships 
with measures of well-being. Even in studies that 
developed more differentiated measures of sup- 
port, including measures of both support and hin- 
drance, the impact of such measures were 
statistically swamped by the dominating effects 
of the other major factors, particularly the dimen- 
sions of efficacy and stress (James, 2001; Ruehlman 
& Wolchik, 1988). 

Should we simply conclude, then, that well- 
being is unrelated to the level of support we 
receive in the projects we pursue? Not quite. 
Although support may be relatively unimport- 
ant for many everyday projects, we have evi- 
dence that in core projects, those that are 
particularly central and important to a person’s 
life, support is not just a significant factor, but it 
may also be a particularly important one. 
McKeen (1984) examined the factors that pre- 
dicted both subjective and “hard” indicators of 
successful pregnancy. Spousal support was a key 
factor in such success. Dowden (2004) explored 
the personal projects of entrepreneurs, also using 
subjective and hard indicators, such as annual 
revenue, as outcome measures. Once again, sup- 
port of partners was a highly significant predic- 
tor of success. These studies suggest that some of 
the factors that play only a marginal role in daily 
projects display themselves, in different circum- 
stances, to be important sources enhancing the 
quality of lives. When we find ourselves preg- 
nant or delivering an entrepreneurial project 
that is very much “our baby,” the positive role of 
perceived support is vital. 


Positive Affect and Negative Affect 
in Project Pursuit 


Just as affective processes have become a central 
focus of positive psychology, they also rose in 
prominence in personality research and now are 
among the most prolific areas of research in both 
fields. Once again the modular nature of project 
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analytic methods enables us to address theoreti- 
cal developments in the field by creating dimen- 
sions that expanded and refined the study of 
affect and emotion as they played out in the 
project pursuits of daily lives. It will be recalled 
that in earlier studies with personal projects, 
only two dimensions could be regarded as heav- 
ily affective in nature—enjoyment and stress— 
the rest being “cooler” cognitive appraisal 
dimensions. Enjoyment typically loaded on the 
Meaning factor while the Stress dimension, 
together with Difficulty and Challenge, reliably 
and robustly formed a separate factor also labeled 
Stress. However, when we began to explore an 
expanded set of affective dimensions, the origi- 
nal five factors of PPA, not surprisingly, changed, 
and in ways that made theoretical sense. 

Little, Pedrosa-Lima, & Whelan (2006) 
explored the relation between “hot” affective 
dimensions and the “cooler” cognitive appraisal 
dimensions. Although some dimensions, such as 
challenge, can be seen as a blend (indeed this is 
the only project dimension to have double load- 
ings on meaning and stress), most dimensions 
can be differentiated in terms of whether or not 
they are affectively charged. We used a set of 
dimensions that had emerged in response to 
open-ended accounts of feelings experienced 
during project pursuit (Goodine, 2000). The pos- 
itive dimensions included feelings of love, happi- 
ness, and hopefulness; the negative dimensions 
included feelings of sadness, fear, anger, stress, 
and depression. We also included ambivalence, 
which we felt, somewhat ambivalently, could be 
appraised as either a positive or negative emo- 
tion, or both. In order to get rough numerical 
equivalence between cognitive appraisals and 
affective ones, we explored the relations between 
representative dimensions of the cognitive fac- 
tors of the original five-factor model and an 
expanded set of affective dimensions. 

Two key issues were explored. First, is there 
evidence that the “hot” affective dimensions are 
independent of the “cooler” cognitive appraisal 
dimensions? Second, if affective dimensions 
emerge as independent, do they form one bipolar 
or two orthogonal factors? To broaden the gener- 
alizability of the study, we examined groups in 
Canada and Portugal. The results were clear and 
held across both countries. The affective dimen- 
sions were, indeed, independent of the cognitive 
dimensions, and they formed two coherent, 
unambiguous factors of positive and negative 
affect. All three positive affect appraisal dimen- 
sions appeared on a single factor, with “feelings 
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of love” having the highest loading. All five nega- 
tive affect dimensions appeared on a single factor, 
with “depression” having the highest loading. 
Interestingly, ambivalence clearly loaded on the 
negative affect factor, with no cross-loadings 
(cf. Emmons & King, 1988). Even though the 
structure of affective appraisals was virtually 
identical in Canadian and Portuguese samples, 
there were strong mean differences in the affect 
experienced in daily project pursuit. The 
Portuguese sample displayed considerably more 
affective involvement in their projects, including 
significantly higher ratings on the dimensions of 
depression and ambivalence but also on happiness 
and hopefulness. An exceptional difference was 
found on the dimension of “feelings of love” expe- 
rienced in project pursuit (Portuguese M = 6.89; 
Canadian M = 3.69). 

The study of affect in project pursuit feeds into 
the research agendas of both personality science 
and positive psychology. It also raises an impor- 
tant question about the types of research design 
that will best advance our knowledge of the 
interplay of affect and action and their impact on 
human well-being. PPA dimensions have most 
frequently been used as predictor variables for 
diverse measures of well-being. However, they 
have also been employed as outcome measures 
themselves—as ways of accessing the thick tex- 
tures of meaningful lives (Little, 2007; McGregor, 
2007; Omodei & Wearing, 1990). The modular 
nature of PPA and related methodologies allows 
us to test differential hypotheses about the hap- 
piness of pursuit. These can be explored at the 
level of the individual, while also allowing us to 
lift data up to a normative level for use in more 
conventional designs. The implications for 
applied positive psychology are noteworthy. 
Instead of examining only inter-individual dif- 
ferences with normative scales such as locus of 
control, stress, and positive emotion, personal 
projects and related methodologies allow us to 
explore intra-individual relations between the 
same variables as assessed within the action sys- 
tems of singular individuals. A strong case can be 
made for the primacy of such intra-individual 
measurement in personality science (Cervone & 
Mischel, 2002b); Little, 2005, 2006). 


The Social Ecology of Project Pursuit: 
Connections and Affordances 


Individuals are embedded in a social ecology that 
can stimulate, shape, and sustain the personal 
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projects they pursue. Positive psychology’s con- 
cern with “enabling institutions” (e.g., Peterson, 
2006) acknowledges this contextual influence on 
human pursuits and on a life well lived. Within 
personality science, social ecological frameworks 
have long been concerned with how the outer 
realities of social, physical, and institutional 
influences co-constitute, with inner dispositions, 
the shape of a human life (Little, 1979, 2007; 
Little & Ryan, 1979). 


Social Influences and the Project Community: 
From Support to Connecting 


Earlier we discussed the key role of other people’s 
support of our projects in enhancing the quality 
of lives. However, well-being is enhanced not 
only by the support we get in our own project 
pursuits but also by the positive impact we have 
on others. We can conceive of the project com- 
munity as a set of social influences ranging from 
our intimate romantic relationships to the more 
impersonal exchanges we have with others in 
our daily pursuits. Several research findings con- 
verge on the proposition that having a positive 
impact on others has a salutary effect on the 
project pursuer. When we explored the catego- 
ries of project pursuit that were most meaning- 
ful to teenagers, the highest appraisals were in 
categories such as team sports, intimate relations 
with others, and, highest of all, community vol- 
unteering (Little, 1987a). What seems to be 
common to these is not just feeling supported in 
one’s own pursuits but a sense of connection 
with others in theirs. Studies of intimate rela- 
tionships and relational satisfaction provide fur- 
ther evidence of the vital role of connection in 
project pursuit (Frost, 2009; Hwang, 2004). 
Hwang (2004) studied relationship satisfaction 
among a group of romantically involved couples 
and found that the number of joint projects they 
were pursuing as a couple was a key predictor of 
satisfaction with that relationship. It is likely 
that there are sex differences in the linkage 
between the sense of connection in project pur- 
suit and well-being. For example, in studies of 
the factors in the work environment that were 
most important to men and women in senior 
positions in governmental agencies and private- 
sector companies, the sense of community and 
connectedness associated with one’s personal 
projects was particularly important for women. 
For men, a sense of connectedness did not 
predict job satisfaction or well-being. In fact, 
other people seemed to frustrate rather than 
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facilitate their project pursuit. For senior male 
executives, connection was far less important 
than having other people simply get out of the 
way while the executives could pursue their 
projects unimpeded (Phillips, Little, & Goodine, 
1997). 


Physical Influences and Affordance: 
Persons, Projects, and Places 


As a construct designed to integrate the domains 
of personality and environmental psychology, 
personal projects are particularly suited to 
explore the physical circumstances of our daily 
pursuits and the places within which they are 
enacted (Little, 1979, 1983; Wallenius, 1999, 
2004). The extent to which a particular environ- 
ment provides affordances for, rather than barri- 
ers to, project pursuit is critical in promoting 
well-being (Heft, 1997; Little, 1987b). Wallenius 
(1999) has shown that the perceived supportive- 
ness of the physical environment is related to 
both physical and emotional well-being. She has 
also shown that noise stress in daily environ- 
ments interacts with project stress to predict 
physical health status independent of trait neu- 
roticism (Wallenius, 2004). 

Places may be examined not only in terms of 
their physical affordances but also in terms of 
the modal personality characteristics of their 
residents (Florida, 2008; Rentfrow, Gosling & 
Potter, 2008). These researchers have literally 
mapped the Big Five traits for different states in 
the U.S., and the results provide some intriguing 
hints about the best degree of fit between per- 
sons and places. For example, North Dakota has 
the highest state scores on both Extraversion and 
Agreeableness, but a very low aggregate score on 
Openness to Experience (Rentfrow, Gosling, & 
Potter, 2008). It is an interesting and open ques- 
tion whether or not there may be a Fargo factor 
that inclines happy agreeable people to flourish 
in North Dakota (particularly if they are closed 
minded). And it is also an interesting and open 
question as to whether state level measures of 
flourishing, such as productivity and creativity, 
may be related to diversity rather than homoge- 
neity of personalities. In terms of mediating 
influences that might attract and sustain migra- 
tion to different places, it could be suggested that 
the kind of projects that places inspire and sup- 
port, be they conventional, communal, or cre- 
ative, might be pivotal. The study of the interplay 
between persons, projects, and places promises to 
be a rich vein for exploration. 
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Macro-level Influences: Don’t Even 
Think About It 


Organizational, institutional, and other macro- 
level factors can play both subtle and powerful 
roles in determining the kinds of projects indi- 
viduals feel free to pursue and the likelihood that 
such pursuits will be sustainable. Explicit roles 
and rules and implicit norms of conduct may lead 
individuals to forego engaging in some projects 
that could advance their well-being. Once again 
we find sex or gender differences playing an 
important role. For example, in studies of the 
impact of office culture on personal project pur- 
suit in senior managers, we found that there 
were extremely strong differences between men 
and women in terms of the degree of perceived 
linkage between features of the environment 
and appraisals of personal projects (Phillips, 
Little, & Goodine, 1997). Woman were far more 
likely to see strong linkages than were men and 
were more sensitively attuned to features of the 
everyday work environment that prescribed or 
proscribed what could and what could not be 
undertaken. The organizational climate may, 
intentionally or not, promote project affordances 
for some and send out “don’t even think about 
it” message to others. 

The same forces can be discerned at the level 
of political culture. Frost (2009) carried out an 
exemplary study of the impact of macro-level 
factors on intimacy projects, those characterized 
by sexual and romantic concerns. Frost was 
particularly interested in intimacy projects as 
pursued by lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) indi- 
viduals. Using a Web-based research strategy, 
he was able to sample widely from diverse geo- 
graphical locations and political jurisdictions. 
These places varied in the degree to which there 
are explicit barriers against same sex marriage 
and, more subtly, in the norms guiding the 
expression of intimacy in daily activities. From a 
positive psychology perspective, his findings are 
instructive. First, intimacy projects were fully as 
meaningful to LGB couples as to heterosexual 
couples, a finding Frost attributes to the expres- 
sion of a fundamental human need for intimacy 
regardless of sexual orientation (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan, Huta, & 
Deci, 2008). However, LGB individuals, in pursu- 
ing their intimacy projects, experienced greater 
barriers than heterosexuals. These stigma-related 
processes arose from both interpersonal and 
macro-level sources. Of particular note was the 
fact that the macro-level influences were specific 
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to the intimacy domain. Personal projects related 
to job and career showed no differences between 
the LGB and heterosexual groups. In short, the 
likelihood of successfully pursuing projects that 
may enhance well-being can be compromised by 
the social ecology within which the incipient 
projects are embedded. Current research shows 
these forces to be both strong and subtle. 
Whether a core project is successfully pursued 
depends on who is engaging in what specific 
project in which locations and, as Frost’s research 
underscores, with whom. 


Moving Forward: Advancing Personality 
Science and Positive Psychology 


Each of the four themes that bridge personality 
science and positive psychology is rich in possi- 
bility for theoretical, methodological, and empir- 
ical development. I will propose a research agenda 
for each of these and then examine some over- 
arching issues whose exploration would advance 


both fields. 


The Varieties of Well-Being: Goodness and the 
Happiness of Pursuit 


As a foundational concept in positive psychology 
and a major research focus in personality science, 
the question of the nature of human well-being 
is vital to the research agendas of both fields. 
Recently, there has been a spirited debate about 
whether eudaimonic and hedonic happiness are 
qualitatively distinct or are better seen as inter- 
linked phenomena (Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, & 
King, 2008; Ryan & Huta, 2009). The debate 
turns, in part, on discerning whether virtue and 
enjoyment are independent, antagonistic, or 
mutually facilitative phenomena. The empirical 
examination of this issue typically involves 
examining correlations between measures of 
value or purpose in life (eudaimonic happiness) 
and measures tapping into enjoyment and plea- 
sure (hedonic happiness). The assessment devices 
are most often normative scales that measure 
differences in orientation between individuals. I 
want to endorse a different approach and propose 
its further development as a way of adjudicating 
the relative merits of plausible conceptual alter- 
natives about the varieties of well-being. 

As will be anticipated from the earlier sections 
of this chapter, the approach I advocate is to 
examine how eudaimonic and hedonic themes 
play out in the personal projects that individuals 
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are pursuing. This can be done by getting indi- 
viduals to appraise their projects on dimensions 
relevant to the theoretical debate. In fact, we 
have been gathering relevant data on this issue 
for many years, but it is only in the light of the 
current theoretical controversy in positive psy- 
chology that the relevance of these data became 
clear. 

Consider, for example, the dimensions of 
enjoyment, value congruency, and self-identity 
in personal projects analysis (Little & Gee, 2007). 
Enjoyment is a clear hedonic appraisal dimen- 
sion. Value congruency, the extent to which indi- 
viduals believe the project is consistent with 
their core values, is clearly more eudaimonic, as 
is self-identity, the extent to which the project is 
self-expressive. What is the relation between 
these dimensions? During the early years of our 
research, we consistently found that these three 
dimensions loaded on a single factor we called 
project meaning, a finding consistent with those 
who see the pursuit of the good and the enjoy- 
able as compatible. However, the methodology is 
modular and flexible, so that as new theoretical 
constructs emerge in various research literatures 
they can be incorporated into the assessment 
matrix. When we began to add affective dimen- 
sions such as fun and feelings of love, the factor 
structure changed and enjoyment joined the 
positive affect dimensions on a separate factor 
from the more eudaimonic dimensions. It should 
be noted that these factor analytic studies were 
carried out by averaging an individual's apprais- 
als across all his or her projects and then carry- 
ing out essentially a normative analysis between 
individuals. However, PPA and related method- 
ologies allow us to examine within the single 
case. Adopting this option, researchers may find 
individuals for whom hedonic and eudaimonic 
pursuits are highly related and others for whom 
they are independent or even negatively corre- 
lated. By inductively aggregating individuals 
into groups based on the similarity of their idio- 
graphic profile, we can then discern different 
varieties of well-being and their causes, corre- 
lates, and consequences. 


Traits and Orientations: Freeing Traits, 
Expanding Orientations 


The study of traits will continue to be a major 
research area in personality science, particularly 
in the areas of neurophysiology and molecular 
genetics, and that research will inform positive 
psychologists about the relatively stable “fixed” 
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traits that are conducive to living well. However, 
more fluid aspects of dispositions should be of 
particular interest to positive psychology. For 
example, free traits (Little, 2000a) are patterns of 
phenotypic behavior that simulate genotypic 
traits but are enacted in the service of core proj- 
ects or compelling roles. A biogenically intro- 
verted mother acts as an extravert at her 
daughter’s party, or a highly disagreeable grouch 
is uncharacteristically sweet when attending to 
his ailing mother. Such behavior can be regarded 
as “acting out of character” in the sense that it is 
acting away from what one typically does, but it 
is also acting out of character in another sense— 
it is acting so as to achieve one’s sense of what is 
right and to advance one’s core projects. 

Positive psychology’s reintroduction of the 
concept of character into the empirical main- 
stream is a notable achievement, and the study 
of the costs and benefits of free traits is relevant 
to exploring how character plays out in our daily 
lives. Those who act out of character, as men- 
tioned earlier, enhance their well-being by 
advancing their core projects. But they also run 
the risk of burning out if they protractedly act in 
ways that run counter to their “natural” traits. 
Having restorative niches, where their first 
natures may be indulged, might mitigate the cost 
of acting out of character (Little & Joseph, 2007). 
The research agenda here is wide open. Although 
the early empirical findings are encouraging, 
they are still preliminary and have been restricted 
to examining the dimension of Extraversion. 
Which Big Five traits are easiest to enact in a 
free-traited manner? Is it easier for a highly 
agreeable person to act disagreeably when pursu- 
ing a project of redressing a grievance, and does 
the end justify the meanness? What are the costs 
of a testy and disagreeable person acting pleas- 
antly when engaged in the life task of “finding a 
mate”? Positive psychologists can bring theo- 
retical skills to bear on the question of authentic- 
ity in such free trait behavior. Is acting “out of 
character” simply disingenuous? Is fidelity to 
one’s natural dispositions more conducive to the 
good life than fidelity to one’s core projects 
and most cherished roles? An exceptionally 
rich array of questions tumble out when we 
begin to think of traits as freely constructed 
courses of action as well as deeply rooted 
propensities. 

Our discussion of primary orientation called 
for the resuscitation of specialization theory 
and of the recognition of person and thing 
orientation as a major dimension of individual 
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differences relevant to positive psychology. 
Within personality science, studies on the molec- 
ular genetics of primary orientations would be 
valuable as well as studies on early developmen- 
tal patterns of selective orientation toward per- 
sons and things. Within positive psychology, 
explorations of the consequences of differential 
orientation for creative achievement could be 
exceptionally informative, particularly as they 
bear upon issues of sex and gender differences 
in pathways to educational and professional 
achievement. 

In both personality and positive psychology, 
I proposed that there has been an imbalance in 
the kinds of objects that we are theorizing about. 
They tend to be objects that have warm bodies 
and first names. But things, physical objects, the 
material world all are matters that have meaning 
in our lives. What might be the practical implica- 
tions of taking this proposition seriously? I 
believe it could lead to important advances in our 
understanding of basic human dispositions. 
Imagine a series of studies in which we aug- 
mented the standard Big Five measures with 
measures of environmental dispositions of the 
sort that were studied in the early days of envi- 
ronmental psychology (Little, 1987a) so that 
both the person and thing domains (natural and 
constructed) were included. What would be the 
major dimensions of individual differences that 
would emerge from a Cultural Orientation 
Inventory in which we sampled from both 
the social and material worlds? Would primary 
orientations toward persons and thing emerge, 
or would we be more likely to see blends of 
interests clustering together? The construction 
of such an inventory (which would also include 
items about new technologies, to which so many 
of us are constantly tilting) would be best carried 
out in interdisciplinary collaboration. Sheldon 
(2004 has made a strong case for the relevance of 
diverse fields of study in explaining the course 
and contexts of human lives: I think encouraging 
practitioners from these disparate disciplines to 
collaborate in developing a taxonomy of orienta- 
tions would be salutary for all. 


Personal Projects: Core, Change, 
and Sustainability 


When considering the role of personal projects 
in people’s lives, it is important to differentiate 
between fairly peripheral projects and those that 
we have called “core projects” (Little, 2007; see 
also Williams, 1981). These are the projects that 
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hold other projects together —were one to lose a 
core project, we theorized, the system as a whole 
would be compromised. The measurement of 
core projects can be approached in a variety 
of ways. The most theoretically relevant and 
sophisticated approach is to ask individuals to 
directly evaluate their resistance to changing 
each of their projects and, separately, to look at 
the degree of connectedness among personal 
projects. The empirical results strongly confirmed 
that core projects are the most deeply connected 
ones (MacDiarmid, 1990). Similarly, Sheldon’s 
self-concordance model of personal goals (e.g., 
Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; Sheldon & Houser- 
Marko, 2001) demonstrates the importance of 
pursuing personal goals that are concordant with 
core values. But here is where a theoretically 
interesting and practically important issue arises. 
A very strong case has been made that of all of 
the factors that influence human well-being, it is 
the daily actions—projects and goal pursuits— 
that offer the greatest traction for change (Little, 
2007; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2009. As one’s 
core projects are those that are most resistant to 
change, attempts to enhance well-being by lever- 
aging core projects need to be handled very sen- 
sitively. Research on both the theory and practice 
of core project change would be extremely 
important to both personality science and to 
positive psychology. 

A key proposition that also requires consider- 
ably more empirical exploration is that well- 
being is enhanced to the extent that an individual 
is engaged in the sustainable pursuit of core 
projects.’ What are the reasons why a core proj- 
ect may not be sustainable? The person may lack 
the self-regulatory skills to manage the project 
successfully or may lack the social ecological 
awareness and capacity to move the project along 
through the thickets of daily life. The project 
may, as a consequence, lose both meaning and 
manageability (Little, 2007; Weick, 2004). Here, 
flexibility is critical, both in terms of personal 
dispositions and of being able to reformulate 
one’s core projects without compromising 
their essence. 


Social Ecology and Well-Being: Positive Tilting, 
Fortuity, and Circumstantial Evidence 


The circumstances of our lives influence whether 
our core projects can be pursued and sustained. 
Human well-being, therefore, is partly shaped 
by the material, social, economic, and political 
contexts of the day. I wish to make some 
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observations about these social ecological condi- 
tions within which lives are lead for better or for 
worse. To do so I need to allude, finally, to the 
rather obscure title of this chapter. It requires a 
brief story. A beloved radio personality in 
Canada, Peter Gzowski, once held a contest in 
which he asked listeners to provide an answer to 
the following question--“What is the Canadian 
equivalent of the phrase ‘As American as apple 
pie’?” I assume a lot of ice and hockey sugges- 
tions came in. But the winner, sent in by a young 
woman from White Rock, B.C., was splendidly 
insightful—“As Canadian as possible under the 
circumstances.” The circumstances included, of 
course, living next door to the most powerful 
country on Earth—a reality that generates both 
audacious aspirations and strategic diffidence. 
I want to invoke the same sentiment in framing 
my final comments on the research agenda ahead 
for those committed to both personality science 
and positive psychology. 

What are the circumstances that influence our 
possibilities? Is northern tilting an unmitigated 
good? Are there bounds to positive thinking? 
Any good positive psychologist would recognize 
a straw person lurking about here. Of course 
there are boundaries and mitigating circum- 
stances, they would say, but positive tilting and 
the study of the northern territories are both 
estimable activities. I would agree with them. 
However, the personality scientist in me wants 
to take a somewhat more equatorial stance. As 
the chapter has shown, I hope, there are con- 
straining and potentiating influences on well- 
being ranging from stable dispositions to chaotic 
economies. A positive orientation is adaptive, we 
might say, to the extent that it is based on an 
accurate reading of these constraints. The theo- 
retical point might be conceded, but the practical 
implications are challenging. As suggested ear- 
lier regarding perceived control, basing the 
launching of a course of action on an accurate 
reading of the circumstances does not mean that 
we need to be restricted by it. We just need to 
show some alacrity and avoid getting gob- 
smacked by reality in the form of subprime 
mortgages or spurious self-worth. 

Finally, I wish to say something about fortuity 
and the impact of chance on the shape of a life. 
Although I am a keen proponent of individuals 
shaping their lives through project pursuit, it is 
important to acknowledge that random events and 
chance encounters can play havoc with a life plan. 
But far more subtly, the very idea of living our 
lives and enhancing our well-being through 
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following a life plan may be missing something 
critical (Larmore, 1999). By assiduously following 
life plans, or resolutely pursuing our personal 
goals, we may inadvertently blind ourselves to the 
good luck and happy circumstances that fall out- 
side our focal vision. For human flourishing to be 
enhanced, we need both the tenacity to craft lives 
through projects that matter as well as keen 
peripheral vision and the flexibility to look up. 
Under these circumstances, a positive tilt can 
reveal delightful surprises and our lives can be 
enriched. 


Notes 


1. Seligman’s (1998, 1999) vision for psychology 
during his presidency of APA is often taken as the offi- 
cial launching of the field of positive psychology (e.g., 
Peterson, 2006, p. 4). It was followed rapidly by confer- 
ences, featured editions in major journals (e.g., Sheldon 
& King, 2001), and by the Akumal Manifesto (Sheldon, 
Frederickson, Rathunda, Csikszentmihalyi, & Haidt, 
199, 2000), which codified an ambitious agenda of 
both scientific and institutional development for the 
new field. Also in the late nineties, a conference at 
Dartmouth brought together a small group of research- 
ers with a commitment to expanding the science of 
personality. The group comprised equal numbers of 
self-defined personality psychologists and others out- 
side the field who were convinced of the increasing 
relevance of personality research. That meeting led to 
the creation of the Association for Research in 
Personality (ARP) in 2002. Unlike the broad base and 
revolutionary nature of positive psychology, the emer- 
gence of personality science was a gradual evolution- 
ary development in the scope of traditional personality 
psychology. The rapid growth of ARP reflected the fact 
that personality psychology had been taking on a 
major new identity as a hub specialty within a hub 
science (Little, 2005). 

2. For expositional clarity, I will use the generic 
erm well-being to refer to the diverse forms of the 
human good, or good life, that concern both positive 
psychology and personality science. When appropriate, 
other terms like enjoyment, happiness, life satisfaction, 
flourishing, and quality of life will be used. An early 
and influential clarification of the relation among 
erms capturing aspects of well-being is found in 
Diener (1985). A more recent treatment and compre- 
hensive treatment is found in Kahneman, Diener, & 
Schwartz (1999). 

3. It is important to note that even this consensus is 
now regarded as contestable. Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, 
& King (2008) make the case that a too-stringent dis- 
tinction between eudaimonic and hedonic well-being is 
fundamentally misleading. This has prompted rejoin- 
ders by those who contend that the distinction is 
important (e.g., Ryan & Huta, 2009). 
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4. As explained in a later section, the fields of 
vocational and counseling psychology are exceptions 
here, but personality psychologists have been consid- 
erably more interested in traits than in interests and 
orientations. 

5. Plausible cases have been made for six-factor 
models (e.g., Ashton & Lee, 2007) and even a single- 
factor model (Musek, 2007; Rushton, Bons, & Hur, 
2008), but for present purposes I will accept the current 
consensus and simply note that much creative non- 
consensual research is currently underway. 

6. I should note that a major reason for its mori- 
bund status was that I abandoned it for what seemed at 
he time a more promising line of inquiry on people’s 
personal projects. 

7. Although it goes beyond the scope of this chap- 
er, the form of this dysfunction can be briefly noted. 
Those who displayed high levels of specialized orienta- 
ion to persons had tightly linked construct systems 
hat facilitated rapid inference when construing other 
people. However, this frequently resulted in inferential 
leaps that were well beyond the relevant information 
available and could be seriously maladaptive. It is 
intriguing, therefore, to see contemporary research in 
psychopathology postulating a similar process as critical 
in differentiating between the autism-spectrum and 
psychotic-spectrum disorders (Crespi & Badcock, 2008). 

8. Another component of specialization loops was 
discovered: Person specialists both generated a larger 
number of expressive nonverbal cues when engaged in 
interaction and were more receptive to the expression of 
such cues than did their more thing-oriented peers. 
Person specialists’ positive orientation toward others 
was readily detectable in their nonverbal behavior, and it 
stimulated others to interact with them (Little, 1976). 

9. There is also evidence that self-specialists overes- 
timate walking distances in neighborhood environ- 
ments, suggesting further that they may have lower 
levels of energy for investment in daily pursuits (Little, 
1976). 

10. Itshouldbenoted,though, that Csikszentmihalyi, 
as usual, was way ahead of the curve in this area. 
See Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981) for a 
compelling analysis of the cultural and personal sig- 
nificance of physical objects. 

11. Although the study of personal goals had a 
rather different history and was deeply influenced by 
European psychology, PAC units and personal goal 
units are now seen as essentially interchangeable. My 
own view is that these units of analysis differ in impor- 
tant ways (Little, 2007, pp. 36-38). 

12. Our earlier research, as mentioned above, was 
organized around a slightly different five-factor frame- 
work. The modular nature of personal projects meth- 
odology means that as new dimensions are added, both 
the theoretical framework and empirical factor solu- 
tions change. The current five-factor model reflects the 
addition of several affective dimensions. 

13. It is interesting to consider the similarities 
and differences between the concept of core project 


15_Sheldon_Chapter-15.indd 243 


® 


PERSONALITY SCIENCE AND THE NORTHERN TILT 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


243 


sustainability and the “sustainable happiness” concept 
in positive psychology (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & 
Schkade, 2005). The similarities are clear: both internal 
and external factors can militate against sustainable 
core projects and sustainable happiness. However, by 
focusing on sustainable core projects, I am not claiming 
that such a condition is necessarily conducive to happi- 
ness. I claim that core projects are deeply significant 
and meaningful to individuals. If they are fun and 
joyful as well, that is a marvelous bonus in daily living. 
As mentioned earlier, the exploration of such felicitous 
outcomes and the factors influencing them is an open 
empirical question well worth pursuing. 
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Why Gratitude Enhances Well-Being: What 
We Know, What We Need to Know 


Robert A. Emmons and Anjali Mishra 


Gratitude is held in high esteem by virtually 
everyone, at all times, in all places. From ancient 
religious scriptures through modern social sci- 
ence research, gratitude is advanced as a desir- 
able human characteristic with the capacity for 
making life better for oneself and for others. 
Though gratitude is associated with pleasantness 
and highly desirable life outcomes, it is certainly 
not an easy or automatic response to life situa- 
tions. Resentment and entitlement often seem to 
come naturally. Individual personality flaws such 
as neuroticism or narcissism make it difficult to 
recognize the positive contributions of others. 
The very fact that gratitude is a virtue suggests 
that it must be deliberately cultivated. Like any 
virtue, it must be taught, or at least modeled, and 
practiced regularly, until it becomes, in an 
Aristotelian sense, a habit of character. A grateful 
person is one who is prone to react to the good- 
ness of others in a benevolent and receptive 
fashion, reciprocating kindness when opportuni- 
ties arise. The grateful person has been able to 
overcome tendencies to take things for granted, 
to feel entitled to the benefits they have received, 
and to take sole credit for all of their advantages 
in life. They are able to gladly recognize the 
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contributions that others have made to their 
well-being. Further, they are able to discern 
when it is appropriate to express gratitude and 
are not overly concerned with exacting gratitude 
from those whom they benefit. 

What have we learned about gratitude and the 
grateful personality? First, a definition: Gratitude 
is an acknowledgment that we have received 
something of value from others. It arises from a 
posture of openness to others, where we are able 
to gladly recognize their benevolence. Societies 
through the ages have long extolled the benefits 
of gratitude, and classical writings have deemed 
it the “greatest of the virtues.” But only recently 
has psychological theory and research on grati- 
tude begun to catch up with philosophical com- 
mendations. In the first part of this chapter, 
we review research on gratitude and positive 
human functioning. First, we briefly consider the 
research on gratitude and well-being. After a 
consideration of this evidence, we explore the 
mechanisms by which gratitude enhances well- 
being. We consider several explanations and 
evaluate the empirical evidence for each. In the 
latter part of the chapter, we establish an agenda 
for the future by considering some ways in 
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1 which the scientific field of gratitude can be (Emmons, McCullough, & Tsang, 2003). The 53 
2 advanced. 44-item GRAT form measures three dimensions 54 
of gratitude: resentment, simple appreciation, 55 

and appreciation of others (Watkins et al., 56 

3 Gratitude and Well-Being: Taking Stock 1998). Beyond these scales to assess gratitude, 57 
other measures include personal interviews 58 

4 Gratitude is foundational to well-being and (Liamputtong, Yimyam, Parisunyakul, Baosoung, 59 
5 mental health throughout the lifespan. From & Sansiriphun, 2004), rating scales (Saucier & 60 
6 childhood to old age, accumulating evidence Goldberg, 1998), and other self-report measures 61 
7 documents the wide array of psychological, such as free response (Sommers & Kosmitzki, 62 
8 physical, and relational benefits associated with 1988) and personal narratives (Kashdan, Mishra, 63 
9 gratitude. In the past few years, there has been Breen, & Froh, 2009). 64 
10 an accumulation of scientific evidence showing Dispositional gratitude has been shown to 65 
11 the contribution of gratitude to psychological uniquely and incrementally contribute to subjec- 66 
12 and social well-being (Emmons & McCullough, tive well-being (McCullough et al., 2004; Watkins, 67 
13 2003; McCullough, Kilpatrick, Emmons, & Woodward, Stone, & Kolts, 2003; Wood, Joseph, 68 
14 Larson, 2001; Wood, Froh, & Geraghty, 2010). & Maltby, 2008) and to benefits above and 69 
ıs Gratitude has been shown to contribute to not beyond general positive affect (Bartlett & 70 
16 only an increase in positive affect and other DeSteno, 2006). Dispositional gratitude has also 71 
17 desirable life outcomes but also to a decrease in been found to be positively associated with proso- 72 
18 negative affect and problematic functioning as cial traits such as empathy, forgiveness, and will- 73 
19 demonstrated in diverse samples such as among ingness to help others (McCullough et al., 2002). 74 
20 patients with neuromuscular disease, college People who rate themselves as having a grateful 75 
21 students, hypertensives, and early adolescents disposition perceived themselves as having more 76 
22 (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Froh, Sefick, & prosocial characteristics, expressed by their empa- 77 
23 Emmons, 2008; Shipon, 2007). thetic behavior, and emotional support for friends 78 
24 Based on Rosenberg’s (1998) hierarchical within the last month. Similar associations have 79 
25 levels of affective experience, gratitude has been been found between state gratitude and social so 
26 identified as a trait, emotion, and mood. The well-being (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). 81 
27 grateful disposition can be defined as a stable While gratitude has been studied as trait, it has s2 
28 affective trait that would lower the threshold of also been studied as a state—feeling grateful and s3 
29 experiencing gratitude. As an emotion, gratitude equivalent states (appreciation, thankfulness) at 84 
30 can be understood as an acute, intense, and rela- the moment. State gratitude has been experi- 85 
31 tively brief psychophysiological reaction to being mentally activated through the self-guided exer- 86 
a2 the recipient of a benefit from an other. Lastly, as cise of journaling. In the first study examining 87 
33 a stable mood, gratitude has also been identified the benefits of experimentally induced grateful sa 
34 to have a subtle, broad, and longer-duration thoughts on psychological well-being in daily 89 
35 impact on consciousness (McCullough, Tsang, & life, a gratitude induction was compared to a 90 
as Emmons, 2004). Both state and dispositional hassles and a neutral life events condition 91 
37 gratitude have been shown to enhance overall (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). The cultivation 92 
as psychological, social, and physical well-being. of grateful affect through daily and weekly jour- 93 
ao Gratitude promotes optimal functioning at mul- naling led to overall improved well-being, 94 
40 tiple levels of analysis—biological, experiential, including fewer health complaints and a more 95 
41 personal, relational, familial, institutional, and positive outlook toward life. Participants in the 96 
42 even cultural (Emmons & McCullough, 2004). gratitude condition also reported more exercise 97 
43 Two main measures have been administered and appraised their life more positively com- 98 
44 to assess dispositional gratitude: the six-item pared to participants in the hassles and neutral 99 
45 Gratitude Questionnaire (GQ; McCullough, conditions. Furthermore, in a study examining 100 
46 Emmons, & Tsang, 2002), and the 44-item the contribution of gratitude in daily mood over 101 
47 Gratitude Resentment and Appreciation Test or 21 days, gratitude was strongly associated with 102 
48 the GRAT (Watkins, Grimm, & Hailu, 1998). spiritual transcendence and other positive affec- 103 
49 The GQ-6 measures dispositional gratitude as a tive traits (e.g., extraversion) (McCullough etal., 104 
so generalized tendency to recognize and emotion- 2004). In the past few years, a number of labora- 105 
sı ally respond with thankfulness, after attributing tory and research-based intervention studies 106 
52 benefits received to an external moral agent have also been examining the positive impact of 107 
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gratitude-induced activities (e.g., the gratitude 
visit, gratitude letter) on psychological well- 
being, including happiness, depression, and mate- 
rialism (Bono, Emmons, & McCullough, 2004; 
Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005; 
McCullough et al., 2004; Seligman, Steen, Park, 
& Peterson; 2005; Watkins, 2000). 

Given the emerging strong association 
between gratitude and well-being, an important 
step becomes exploring the reasons for this 
relationship. What are the mechanisms respon- 
sible for why gratitude promotes well-being? 
A number of possible explanations have been 
suggested; however, not all of them have been 
fully investigated. In the next section, we exam- 
ine several explanations for the relation between 
gratitude and well-being, some of which stem 
from new research from our laboratory that is 
relevant to these hypotheses. 


Hypothesis 1: Gratitude Facilitates 
Coping with Stress 


Pondering the circumstances in one’s life for 
which one is grateful appears to be a common 
way of coping with both acute and chronic stress- 
ful life events. Our first hypothesis is that grati- 
tude improves well-being by providing useful 
coping skills for dealing with losses. These 
include building a supply of more positive 
thoughts, increasing the focus on benefits in life 
and on others, and reducing the maladaptive 
focus on losses (Fredrickson, 2004; Watkins, 
2000). For example, gratitude has been associated 
with distinct coping styles of seeking social 
support, positive reframing, approach-oriented 
problem solving, and active coping (Wood, 
Joseph, & Linley, 2007). The coping styles linked 
with gratitude might be based on the recognition 
of benefits, stronger social bonds, prosocial moti- 
vation, and the evolutionary adaptation of grati- 
tude as an emotion for regulating reciprocal 
altruism (McCullough et al., 2001; McCullough, 
Kimeldorf, & Cohen, 2008; Trivers, 1971). In the 
past few years there has been growing empirical 
evidence for gratitude’s association with coping 
and post-traumatic growth (Peterson, Park, Pole, 
D'Andrea, & Seligman, 2008). 

One of the first studies examining the benefits 
of psychological strengths on well-being in 
combat veterans found that, compared to veter- 
ans with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), 
veterans without PTSD reported more disposi- 
tional gratitude on the GQ-6 (Kashdan, Uswatte, 
& Julian, 2006). Gratitude also emerged as one of 
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the strongest themes for quality of life (toward 
the donor, their families, and the renal team) in a 
sample of kidney transplant recipients, followed 
by long-lasting psychosocial effects on the recip- 
ients (Orr, Willis, Holmes, Britton, & Orr, 2007). 
In a prospective study examining college stu- 
dents in the aftermath of the September 11 ter- 
rorist attacks, gratitude emerged as one of the 
primary themes and contributed to resilience 
and post-crisis coping (Fredrickson, Tugade, 
Waugh, & Larkin, 2003). Lastly, a recent study 
including undergraduate women with trauma 
history showed strong associations between 
gratitude (measured by a four-item post-trauma 
gratitude scale including the items “fortunate,” 
“grateful,” “appreciated life,” and “relieved”) 
and emotional growth (r = .43, p < .001). Most 
importantly, gratitude after trauma was nega- 
tively associated with PTSD symptom levels 
(r = -.18, p < .05) (Vernon, Dillon, & Steiner, 
2009). Therefore, the evidence strongly supports 
the supposition that gratitude promotes adaptive 
coping and personal growth. 


Hypothesis 2: Gratitude Reduces Toxic 
Emotions Resulting from Self and Social 
Comparisons 


Another possible explanation for the relation 
between gratitude and well-being is that grateful 
individuals are less likely to engage in upward 
social comparisons that can result in envy or 
resentment, or self-comparisons with alternative 
outcomes in one's own life that can result in 
regret. Either type of these invidious compari- 
sons can cause people to feel that they lack some- 
thing important that either others have or that 
they desire for themselves. Envy is a negative 
emotional state characterized by resentment, 
inferiority, longing, and frustration about other 
people's material and non-material successes 
(Parrott & Smith, 1993). Considerable research 
has shown that envy creates unhappiness and is 
associated with a host of negative mental health 
indicators (Smith & Kim, 2007). As gratitude is a 
focus on the benevolence of others, it is incom- 
patible with envy and resentment, as the grateful 
person appreciates positive qualities in others 
and is able to feel happy over the good fortune 
that happens to others (Smith, Turner, Leach, 
Garonzik, Urch-Druskat, & Weston, 1996). 
Grateful people, who tend to focus on the posi- 
tive contributions of others to their well-being, 
probably devote less attention to comparing their 
outcomes with those of other people and thus 
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1 experience less envy as a result. Using Smith, (Sheldon & Kasser, 1995); less relatedness, 54 

2 Parrott, Diener, Hoyle, & Kim’s (1999) measure autonomy, competence, and meaning in life ss 

3 of dispositional envy and the envy subscale of (Kashdan & Breen, 2007); and higher levels of 56 

4 Belk’s materialism scale (Ger & Belk, 1996 depressive symptoms (Kasser & Ryan, 1993) and 57 

5 McCullough et al., 2002) reported moderate neg- envy (Belk, 1985). Materialistic adults are less sa 

6 ative correlations (ranging from —.34 to -.40) satisfied with their standards of living, family 59 

7 between gratitude and envy. Furthermore, the lives, and the amount of fun and enjoyment they so 

s correlations between trait gratitude and envy experience (Richins & Dawson, 1992). 61 

9 remained significant after controlling for posi- Gratitude is most closely related to the values 62 

10 tive affect, negative affect, and agreeableness. of benevolence, an orientation characterized by 63 

ıı Grateful people do experience less frustration “the preservation and enhancement of the wel- 64 

12 and resentment over the achievements and pos- fare of people with whom one is in frequent per- 65 

ı3 sessions of other people, and the overlap between sonal contact” (Bilsky & Schwartz, 1994, p. 167) 66 

14 gratitude and envy is not produced by their and universalism, defined as “understanding, 67 

15 common bond with trait affect. appreciation, tolerance, and protection for the 68 

16 Regret is a counterfactual emotion produced welfare of all people and for nature” (Bilsky & 69 

17 by perceptions of what might have been. In Schwartz, 1994, p. 167). Furthermore, in the 70 

18 regret, some action, event, or state of affairs is Values-in-Action taxonomy of human strengths zı 

19 construed as “unfortunate” and contrasted with (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), gratitude is one of 72 

20 some more propitious alternative that “might the five strengths that falls under the broader 73 

2ı have been” (Roberts, 2004). In that it is a form of virtue of transcendence. These value orientations 74 

22 welling on the negative, regret generates related are diametrically opposed to power (“social status 75 

23 unpleasant states of anxiety, unhappiness, and and prestige, control or dominance over people and 76 

24 even depression (Isenberg, 2008; Landman, resources”) (p. 167) and hedonism (pleasure and 77 

25 1993). There is no empirical evidence that sensuous gratification for oneself”) (p. 167), 78 

26 directly tests the hypothesized linkage between which likely are the two values in this theory 79 

27 regret and gratitude, though the opposing causal most aligned with materialism. Values theory so 

28 attributions that give rise to gratitude versus would therefore predict a negative correlation 81 

29 regret have been well-established (Weiner, 2007). between gratitude and materialism onthe grounds s2 

ao It is likely that the dispositionally grateful have that they represent opposing value systems. 83 

31 a firewall of protection against incapacitating Evidence suggests that gratitude can reduce s4 

32 regrets because they are inclined to dwell on the the pernicious effects of materialism on well- 85 

33 favorable, rather than the regrettable, in life being. Grateful people report themselves as being se 

34 (Roberts, 2004). By appreciating the gifts of the less materialistic and are less likely to define per- 87 

35 moment, gratitude offers freedom from past sonal success in terms of material accomplish- 88 

36 regrets. While a promising hypothesis, more ments and possessions (McCullough et al., 2002). 89 

a7 research is needed before we can draw definitive In particular, grateful people report being more 90 

38 conclusions concerning this hypothesis. willing to part with their possessions, more gen- 91 

erous with them, less envious of the material 92 
39 Hypothesis 3: Gratitude Reduces wealth of others, less committed to the idea that 93 
ao Materialistic Strivings material wealth is linked with success in life, and 94 
less convinced of the idea that material wealth 95 

41 Gratitude and materialism represent opposing brings happiness. Using structural equation 96 

42 motivational goals. Gratitude may aid well-being modeling, Froh, Emmons, Card, Bono, & Wilson 97 

43 by motivating people to fulfill basic needs of per- (in press) found that gratitude mediates the rela- 98 

44 sonal growth, relationships, and community— tion between materialism and well-being. 99 

45 motives that are incompatible with materialism Apparently, material success is not a very impor- 100 
46 (Polak & McCullough, 2006). As a route to the tant factor in the happiness of highly grateful 101 
47 bolstering of well-being, gratitude may block people, so this hypothesis has received consider- 102 
48 materialistic pursuits. Materialism is damaging able support. 103 
49 to subjective well-being. Materialistic adults 

a makan cd n Hypothesis 4: Gratitude Improves Self-Esteem ` 104 
s2 & Kanner, 2004); low self-esteem (Kasser, Self-esteem has emerged as a powerful correlate 105 
53 2003); less concern with the welfare of others of happiness (e.g, Denny & Steiner, 2009; 106 
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Lyubomirsky, Tkach, & DiMatteo, 2006; Walker 
& Schimmack, 2008). Gratitude might be impor- 
tant because focusing on receiving benefits 
from benefactors might enhance self-esteem and 
self-respect. This hypothesis has not been exten- 
sively tested, but the data that do exist are 
supportive. For example, grateful youth report 
high levels of self-esteem (Froh, Wajsblat, & 
Ubertini, 2008). They also report high levels of 
self-satisfaction concurrently (Froh et al., 2008, 
2008; Froh, Yurkewicz, & Kashdan (2009) and 
three and six months later (Froh et al., 2008). 
Grateful people, in focusing on how their lives 
are supported and sustained by others, might 
feel more secure and are therefore less likely 
to seek material goods to strengthen their self- 
image. Grateful people may also have more 
stable self-esteem that is less contingent upon 
transient success and failure experiences, con- 
tributing to their ability to cope with stress, 
as discussed in Hypothesis 1. We do not yet 
know, however, the direction of the relation. It 
may be that high self-esteem leads to more feel- 
ings of gratitude because it makes it more likely 
that the person will respond positively to the 
benevolence of others. Conversely, it may be that 
feelings of gratitude produce more positive self- 
construals. Future research will have to decide 
this sequence. 


Hypothesis 5: Gratitude Enhances 
Accessibility to Positive Memories 


Gratitude has also been shown to contribute to 
well-being by boosting the retrieval of positive 
autobiographical memories. Grateful people are 
characterized by a positive memory bias 
(Watkins, Grimm, & Kolts, 2004). This positivity 
bias extends to both intentional and intrusive 
positive memories. These findings were reliably 
replicated in a subsequent study by the authors 
after controlling for depression. In a more recent 
study by Watkins, Cruz, Holben, & Kolts (2008), 
the reappraising benefit of gratitude on memory 
was shown to promote successful closure of 
unpleasant open memories, ultimately contrib- 
uting to happiness. Therefore, gratitude enhances 
the retrievability of positive experiences by 
increasing elaboration of positive information. 
The positive impact of gratitude on memory was 
further confirmed in a study by Watkins et al. 
(2008). The grateful reappraisal of upsetting 
memories was shown to promote better emo- 
tional processing and closure of the upsetting 
open memories. 
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Future research could examine the influence of 
gratitude on the construction of self-construals. 
These construals might subsequently impact 
appraisals of autobiographical memories. Accord- 
ing to Ross (1989), implicit theories of personal 
attributes can influence the retrieval of self- 
construaland facilitate biased recall. Furthermore, 
the perception of self can change (or remain rela- 
tively stable) over time (Ross, 1989). The role of 
gratitude in influencing construal of life histo- 
ries might be tested both for state and trait grat- 
itude. People high on trait gratitude may be 
better able to retrieve more positive personal life 
experiences compared to less grateful individu- 
als. The effect of experimentally induced grati- 
tude on the quality of autobiographical memories 
(e.g., positive-negative valence of the memories, 
perception of negative life events) could also be 
investigated. 


Hypothesis 6: Gratitude Builds 
Social Resources 


Gratitude may contribute to overall well-being 
by enhancing social relationships. Gratitude has 
been linked in a variety of ways to positive inter- 
personal functioning. Gratitude facilitates the 
building of social resources by broadening the 
thought action repertoire (i.e., via initiation of 
friendships or consideration of a wide range of 
strategies by the beneficiary as a form of repay- 
ment) (Fredrickson, 2004, pp. 150). Moreover, 
besides building new bonds, gratitude also helps 
strengthen and maintain existing relationships 
(Algoe, Haidt, & Gable, 2008) and fosters trust 
(Gino & Schweitzer, 2008). Grateful people pos- 
sess a number of resources that make them 
desirable friends and romantic partners. They 
are extraverted, agreeable, empathic, emotion- 
ally stable, forgiving, trusting, and generous 
(McCullough et. al, 2002; Wood et al., 2008). 
Further, gratitude is a strength of character that 
is highly desired in romantic partners (Steen, 
Kachorek, & Peterson, 2003). 

From an attachment perspective, gratitude has 
been shown to promote social bonds since it is 
closely associated with attachment security. In a 
sample of Israeli undergraduates, attachment 
security uniquely contributed to the grateful 
disposition over and beyond the association of 
attachment security with self-esteem or trust 
(Mikulincer, Shaver, & Slav, 2006). In a subse- 
quent study the link between trait gratitude and 
attachment security was examined in context of 
new marital relationships. For both husband and 
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wife, the perceived positive behavior of the part- 
ner was strongly associated with greater grati- 
tude toward the partner on a particular day 
(Mikulincer et al., 2006, pp. 203). The link is not 
limited to newlyweds. In a sample of older adults, 
greater social support from adult children was 
found to be related with a higher sense of grati- 
tude (Dahua, Yan, & Liging, 2004). 

The social benefits of gratitude can also be 
construed in terms of the affect theory of social 
exchange proposed by Lawler (2001). This theory 
proposes that positive emotions generated by 
social exchange partners lead to social cohesion 
and strengthening of social networks. Therefore, 
by promoting prosocial behavior, building social 
resources, fostering trust, attachment security, 
and social exchange, gratitude is a vital interper- 
sonal emotion, the absence of which undermines 
social harmony. 


Hypothesis 7: Gratitude Motivates 
Moral Behavior 


Gratitude is an essential part of creating and 
sustaining positive social relations. One way 
that gratitude sustains personal relationships is 
that it motivates moral behavior—action that 
is undertaken in order to benefit another. 
McCullough et al. (2001) proposed that gratitude 
possesses three psychological features that are 
relevant to processing and responding to proso- 
cial behavior: It is a benefit detector as well as 
both a reinforcer and motivator of prosocial 
behavior. In this functional account, gratitude is 
more than a pleasant feeling. Gratitude is also 
motivating and energizing. It is a positive state 
of mind that gives rise to the “passing on of the 
gift” through positive action. As such, gratitude 
serves as a key link in the dynamic between 
receiving and giving. While a response to kind- 
nesses received, gratitude drives future benevo- 
lent actions on the part of the recipient. In the 
language of evolutionary dynamics, gratitude 
leads to “upstream reciprocity” (Nowak & Roch, 
2007), the passing on of a benefit to a person 
uninvolved in the initial exchange. Part of grati- 
tude’s magnetic appeal lies in its power to evoke 
a focus by the recipient on the benevolence of 
others, thereby ensuring a perception that kind- 
ness has been offered, and its beneficial conse- 
quences that frequently are the motive to 
respond favorably toward another. The idea that 
the capacity to receive and be grateful fosters the 
desire to return goodness is theoretically com- 
pelling and empirically viable. 
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Recent experimental evidence indicates that 
gratitude is a unique facilitator of reciprocity 
(Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006; Watkins, Schneer, 
Ovnicek & Kolts, 2006). After appraising the evi- 
dence that gratitude fosters moral behavior, 
McCullough, Kimeldorf, and Cohen (2008) pro- 
pose that gratitude evolved to facilitate social 
exchange. Compelling evidence suggests that 
gratitude evolved to stimulate not only direct 
reciprocal altruism but also upstream reciprocity 
(Nowak & Roch, 2007). 


Hypothesis 8: Grateful People Are 
Spiritually Minded 


Several studies have found a relationship 
between religion, spirituality, and gratitude 
(Adler & Fagley, 2005; Emmons & Kneezel, 2005; 
McCullough et al., 2002; Watkins et al., 2003). 
People with stronger dispositions toward grati- 
tude tend to be more spiritually and religiously 
minded. Not only do they score higher on mea- 
sures of traditional religiousness, but they also 
scored higher on non-sectarian measures of spir- 
ituality that assess spiritual experiences (e.g., 
sense of contact with a divine power) and senti- 
ments (e.g., beliefs that all living things are 
interconnected) independent of specific theologi- 
cal orientation. All measures of public and pri- 
vate religiousness in the Emmons and Kneezel 
(2005) study were significantly associated with 
both dispositional gratitude and grateful feelings 
assessed on a daily basis. Although these correla- 
tions were not large (ranging from r = .28 to 
r = .52), they suggest that spiritually or reli- 
giously inclined people have a stronger disposi- 
tion to experience gratitude than do their less 
spiritual/religious counterparts. Research is also 
beginning to examine gratitude toward God. 
Krause (2006) found that gratitude felt toward 
God reduced the effect of stress on health in late- 
life adults and deteriorated neighborhood. The 
stress-buffering effect of theocentric gratitude 
was more pronounced among the women com- 
pared to the men in Krause’s (2006) study. 
Many world religions commend gratitude as a 
desirable human trait (see Carman & Streng, 
1989; Emmons & Crumpler, 2000), which may 
cause spiritual or religious people to adopt a 
grateful outlook. Religion also provides texts, 
teachings, and traditions that encourage grati- 
tude. When contemplating a positive circum- 
stance that cannot be attributed to intentional 
human effort, such as a miraculous healing or 
the gift of life itself, spiritually inclined people 
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may attribute these positive outcomes to a non- 
human agent (viz., God or a higher power) and 
thus experience more gratitude. Third, spiritu- 
ally inclined people also tend to attribute posi- 
tive outcomes to God's intervention, but not 
negative ones (Lupfer, De Paola, Brock, & 
Clement, 1994; Lupfer, Tolliver, & Jackson, 1996). 
As a result, many positive life events that are not 
due to the actions of another person (e.g., pleas- 
ant weather, avoiding an automobile accident) 
may be perceived as occasions for gratitude to 
God, although negative events (e.g., a long 
winter, an automobile accident) would likely not 
be attributed to God. This attributional style, 
then, is likely to magnify the positive emotional 
effects of pleasant life events. 


Hypothesis 9: Gratitude Facilitates 
Goal Attainment 


The possession of and progression toward impor- 
tant life goals are essential for long-term well- 
being (Emmons, 1999). Goal attainment is a 
major benchmark for the experience of well- 
being. Quality of life therapy (Frisch, 2006) 
advocates the importance of revising goals, stan- 
dards, and priorities as a strategy for boosting 
life happiness and satisfaction. Yet goal striving 
and gratitude or the grateful disposition have not 
been explicitly linked. In one experimental study 
on gratitude and well-being, we asked partici- 
pants at the beginning of the gratitude journal- 
ing study to provide a short list of goals they 
wished to accomplish over the next two months. 
As these were students, most goals fell into the 
interpersonal or academic domains. Participants 
in the gratitude condition, relative to the control 
and hassles conditions, reported making more 
progress toward their goals over the 10-week 
period. The results of this study stand in strong 
opposition to an empirically undocumented 
but widely held assumption that gratitude pro- 
motes passivity and complacency. On the con- 
trary, gratitude enhances effortful goal striving. 
Much more future research could examine the 
goal correlates of gratitude, as well as grateful 
affect as an emotional regulator of goal-directed 
action. 


Hypothesis 10: Gratitude Promotes 
Physical Health 


Gratitude is a mindful awareness of the benefits in 
one’s life. Dwelling on goodness may promote 
more efficient physical functioning, through either 
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inhibiting unhealthy attitudes and emotions or 
facilitating more health-promoting inner states. 
A small number of studies have reported physi- 
cal health benefits of gratitude, and these rela- 
tions have been largely independent of trait 
negative affect (Wood, Joseph, Lloyd, & Atkins, 
2008). Gratitude interventions have been shown 
to reduce the bodily complaints, increase sleep 
duration and efficiency, and promote exercise 
(Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Wood et al., 
2008). Experimental research suggests that dis- 
crete experiences of gratitude and appreciation 
may cause increases in parasympathetic myocar- 
dial control (McCraty & Childre, 2004), lower 
systolic blood pressure (Shipon, 2007), as well as 
improvements in more molar aspects of physical 
health such as everyday symptoms and physi- 
cian visits (Emmons & McCullough, 2003). 
McCraty and colleagues found that appreciation 
increased parasympathetic activity, a change 
thought to be beneficial in controlling stress and 
hypertension, as well as “coherence” or entrain- 
ment across various autonomic response chan- 
nels. Therefore, there might be some direct 
physiological benefits to frequently experiencing 
grateful emotions. This line of research con- 
ducted by McCraty demonstrates a link between 
positive emotions and increased physiological 
efficiency, which may partly explain the growing 
number of correlations documented between 
positive emotions, improved health, and increased 
longevity. 


Moving Forward: Future Directions 


As the evidence we reviewed earlier in the chap- 
ter indicates, gratitude interventions in adults 
consistently produce positive benefits, many of 
which appear to endure over reasonably lengthy 
periods of time. Gratitude interventions lead to 
greater gratitude, life satisfaction, optimism, 
prosocial behavior (Emmons & McCullough, 
2003), positive affect (Emmons & McCullough, 
2003; Watkins et al., 2003, Study 4), and well- 
being (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Seligman et al., 
2005), as well as decreased negative affect 
(Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Seligman et al., 
2005; Watkins et al., 2003, Study 3) compared 
with controls for up to six months. Similar 
findings, over shorter follow-up periods, have 
been documented in youth (Froh et al., 2008). 
Despite these encouraging results, much remains 
unknown. We have several suggestions for future 
research involving gratitude interventions. 
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ı Mechanisms. What are the active ingredients “catch up” to the positive experiences of their 56 
2 in gratitude interventions? It is not known peers. Froh, Kashdan, Ozimkowski, and Miller 57 
3 whether the effects of these activities are rela- (2009) examined whether individuals differences 58 
4 tively specific (e.g., increases in happiness alone) in positive affective style moderated the effects of 59 
5 or are more general (e.g., increases in perceived a gratitude intervention where youth were 60 
6 physical health and decreases in negative mood). instructed to write a letter to someone to whom 61 
7 In addition, no research has attempted to exam- they were grateful and deliver it to them in person. 62 
s ine the effects of these activities in the context of Eighty-nine children and adolescents were ran- 63 
9 participants’ levels of dispositional gratitude, an domly assigned to the gratitude intervention ora 64 
10 established individual difference that may mod- control condition. Findings indicated that youth 65 
ıı ulate the positive effects of activities aimed at low in PA in the gratitude condition, compared 66 
12 increasing gratitude in one’s life (McCullough with youth writing about daily events, reported 67 
ı3 et al., 2002). The active ingredients may relate to greater gratitude and PA at post-treatment and 68 
ı4 processes of reflecting on things for which one is greater PA at the two-month follow-up. Children 69 
ıs grateful, or recording these in some way, or and adolescents low in PA in the gratitude condi- 70 
16 expressing them. Until it is known which of tion, compared with the control group, reported 71 
17 these is essential, we cannot state why these more gratitude and PA at two later time points, 72 
18 exercises work and it is difficult to make informed at three-week and two-month follow-ups. This is 73 
19 recommendations about how they might be an important study because it is the first known 74 
20 used. Future research must employ increasingly randomized controlled trial of a gratitude inter- 75 
21 sophisticated designs using statistical tests of vention study in children and adolescents and 76 
22 mediating and moderating effects. the first paper to reinterpret the gratitude inter- 77 
23 Comparison groups. What is the most appro- vention literature arguing to carefully consider 78 
24 priate condition to contrast with gratitude? controls groups when concluding the efficacy of 79 
25 Nearly one-half of the studies that have been gratitude interventions. Furthermore, when con- 80 
26 published to date found support for gratitude sidering both youth and adult populations, it is sı 
27 interventions when making contrasts with tech- also the first known attempt at investigating 82 
28 niques that induce negative affect (e.g., record positive affect as a moderator. 83 
29 your daily hassles). Gratitude interventions have Then there is dispositional gratitude. Can we 84 
30 shown limited benefits, if any, over control con- expect gratitude inductions to be more effective 85 
31 ditions. Thus, there is a need to better understand in increasing the well-being of grateful individu- 86 
32 whether gratitude interventions are beyond a als or less grateful persons? Grateful individuals 87 
33 control condition and if there exists a subset of | would be more susceptible to recognizing when 88 
34 people who benefit. Perhaps gratitude interven- others are being kind to them, and more open to 89 
35 tions are differentially effective for groups of perceiving benefits more generally. One could 90 
36 people with varying backgrounds. Sample char- even postulate a gratitude schema (Wood et. al, 91 
37 acteristics themselves might show differences. 2008) as an interpretive bias on the part of dispo- 92 
38 People who are actively seeking positive psy- sitionally grateful individuals prone to making 93 
ao chology interventions may have greater expecta- benevolent appraisals. Alternatively, gratitude 94 
40 tions for their efficacy compared to college interventions might also be more efficacious for 95 
41 students participating for extra credit or to fulfill individuals low on trait gratitude since they may 96 
42 a course requirement. have more room for improvement on the grati- 97 
43 Trait moderators. A moderating effect might tude dimension. No published studies have 98 
44 be found if pre-existing trait characteristics of | examined dispositional gratitude as a moderator 99 
45 people affect their ability to profit from gratitude of state gratitude interventions. 100 
46 interventions. Several dispositional factors may Trait gratitude might also interact with trait 101 
47 moderate the effectiveness of gratitude interven- affect. Froh et al. (2009) found that, compared to 102 
48 tions. Of these, trait affect and dispositional grat- the control group, individuals in the gratitude 103 
49 itude are obvious candidates for consideration. It group who were low on positive affect benefited 104 
50 seems a reasonable prediction that persons high the most from the gratitude intervention. Given 105 
51 in positive affect (PA) may have reached an the recent evidence on the contribution of posi- 106 
s2 “emotional ceiling” and thus are less susceptible tive affect as a moderator, it might also be rea- 107 
53 to experiencing gains in well-being. People lower sonable to examine the possibility ofa curvilinear 108 
s4 in PA, however, may need more positiveevents— relationship between trait gratitude and well- 109 
55 like expressing gratitude to a benefactor—to being. For example, individuals at the extreme 110 
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ends of the gratitude distribution might extract 
the least benefits from gratitude interventions. 

The effect of instructional set. The instruc- 
tions that participants in the gratitude condition 
are given appear to be essential. The counting 
blessings gratitude intervention guides partici- 
pants to reflect on and record benefits in their 
lives. Participants generally focus on the pres- 
ence of good things in their lives that they cur- 
rently enjoy. Yet a recent study found that 
people’s affective states improve more after 
mentally subtracting positive events from their 
lives than after thinking about the presence of 
those events (Koo, Algoe, Wilson & Gilbert, 
2008). People wrote about why a positive event 
might never have happened and why it was sur- 
prising or why it was certain to be part of their 
lives and was not at all surprising. The results 
showed that the way in which people think about 
positive life events is critical, namely whether 
they think about the presence of the events (e.g., 
“Tm grateful that I was in Professor Wiseman's 
class”) or the absence of the events (e.g., “imag- 
ine I had never met Professor Wiseman!”). The 
latter impacted positive affect more than did the 
former. Inasmuch as most previous studies 
adopted the former approach, asking participants 
to think about the presence of positive events, 
the effects of gratitude on well-being may well 
have been underestimated. Koo et. al adduce that 
thinking about how events might have not hap- 
pened triggers surprise, and it is surprise that 
amplifies the event's positivity. Along these lines, 
another recent study (Bar-Anan, Wilson, & 
Gilbert, 2009) found that the uncertainty of an 
event intensifies felt reaction, such that outcomes 
that are uncertain produce greater emotional 
reactions. Another recent study found that focus- 
ing on an experience's ending could enhance 
one's present evaluation of it (Kurtz, 2008). 
Future gratitude interventions could capitalize 
on these three studies by giving participants 
explicit instructions to include in their journals 
events or circumstances that might not have 
happened, have turned out otherwise, where the 
initial outcome may have been uncertain, or 
increasing an awareness that the experience is 
soon ending. 

Dose-Effect Relationship. More than two 
decades ago, an influential psychotherapy review 
article reported that by eight sessions of psycho- 
therapy, approximately one-half of patients 
show a measureable outcome improvement, and 
that by 26 sessions, this number increases to 
75% (Howard, Kopta, Krause, & Orlinksy, 1986). 
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Is there an equivalent dose-response relationship 
for gratitude interventions? Interventions have 
asked people to keep gratitude journals every 
day to a few times a week to once a week for 
10 weeks. While some differences have been 
reported across these studies, an insufficient 
number of trials have yet to be conducted such 
that recommendations could be made with confi- 
dence. The definition of a dose itself is up for 
debate. Should a dose be considered a single 
session of writing in a gratitude journal? Should 
a minimum time be set for participants to write 
in their journals each session? We would expect 
that the greater the degree of elaboration over 
a simple listing or counting of blessings, the 
greater would be the potential payoff. But a 
systematic comparison of the relevant variables 
that “gratitude dosages” vary on has yet to be 
conducted. 

Gender. Gender may be another critical indi- 
vidual factor affecting the outcomes of interven- 
tion studies. Given the interpersonal correlates 
and interdependent nature of gratitude, women 
might have an edge over men in extracting ben- 
efits from gratitude interventions. In fact, recent 
studies have demonstrated significant gender 
differences in gratitude (Kashdan et al., 2009; 
Watkins et al., 2003). However, in another recent 
study by Froh et al. (2009), the usual trend of 
gender differences couldn't be captured in an 
adolescent sample. Even though adolescent girls 
reported more gratitude, adolescent boys appeared 
to derive more social benefits from gratitude for 
whom a stronger relationship between gratitude 
and family support was found. 

As an extension of possible gender differences 
in gratitude, it would be compelling to examine the 
contribution of gratitude in romantic relation- 
ships. Dyadic interventions involving grateful 
activities might foster higher-quality relation- 
ships. For example, a recent study examined the 
influence of attachment orientations on grati- 
tude in new marital relationships over a period 
of 21 days (Mikulincer et al., 2006). Daily feel- 
ings of gratitude for the partner were related to 
appraisals of partner's behavior (i.e., the higher 
the level of partner’s perceived positive behavior, 
the greater the gratitude). For both partners, per- 
ceived positive behavior by the partner toward 
the self on one day was significantly associated 
with greater gratitude toward the partner on that 
same day. Moreover, in the same study, attach- 
ment avoidance was found to be associated with 
lower feelings of gratitude for the partner across 
the 21 days. However, most interestingly, only 
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1 the husband’s avoidance orientation moderated positive psychology interventions. The unique- 53 
2 the relationship between the perceived partner’s ness of these interventions could be compared 54 
3 behavior and feelings of gratitude (i.e., avoidant with other positive psychological constructs such ss 
4 husbands reported lower gratitude even on days as forgiveness and hope, both of which have been se 
5 when they appraised their wife’s behaviors to be shown to contribute to well-being (Bono, 57 
6 highly positive). As an extension of these find- McCullough, & Root, 2008; Snyder, Rand, & 58 
7 ings, future studies can examine if and why grat- Sigmon, 2002). What is different about grati- 59 
s itude has the potential of contributing more to tude? First, the underlying prosocial and rela- 60 
9 the relationship quality for women, compared to tional nature of gratitude, subsequently leading 61 
10 men. Given the interdependent and interper- to strengthened social bonds, might facilitate 62 
11 sonal nature of gratitude, women might be more unique pathways to well-being. Second, grati- 63 
ı2 susceptible toward perceiving a partner’s positive tude has a fulfillment aspect to it, unlike hope, 64 
ı3 behaviors as gifts and extract more benefits from that might facilitate extraction of benefits via 65 
ı4 gratitude in their romantic relationships. Women mindful appreciation of both present and past 66 
15 are expected to expand their caretaking and rela- received benefits. For example, given that hope is 67 
16 tional roles, whereas men are expected to focus a positive motivational state driven by goal-di- 68 
ız their emotional expression on the expansion and rected energy and planning toward reaching 69 
18 pursuit of power and status (Brody, 1997, 1999; future goal(s) (Snyder, 2000), it probably reaches 70 
19 Stoppard & Gruchy, 1993). Therefore, seeking its fruition only in a prospective fashion in the 71 
20 more of a “provider’s” role in marital relation- absence of a desired goal—a goal that may or 72 
2ı ships, gratitude may trigger feelings of vulnera- may not be attained. Gratitude has also been 73 
22 bility and weakness for men, which they may shown to be activated strongly by first focusing 74 
23 perceive to be harmful to their masculinity and on absence of benefits (Koo et al., 2008). However, 75 
24 social standing (Levant & Kopecky, 1995). As a unlike hope, gratitude is almost always felt in 76 
25 result, men might extract fewer benefits from retrospection, thereby facilitating a positive cog- 77 
26 gratitude to enhance their relationship quality. nitive framework toward an already present 78 
27 Enhancing retention in self-guided programs. benefit. Furthermore, gratitude may be extracted 79 
28 Gratitude interventions may increase compli- from immediate or present life circumstances 80 
29 ance with and the possible success of self-guided (e.g, “I am grateful for all the benefits that sı 
30 therapies in the realms of health management. I received today”), and also from the past (e.g., 82 
31 Given that grateful people tend to take better “I am grateful for the love and support that I 83 
32 care of their health, would an intervention to received when I was sick two years back”), pro- 84 
33 increase gratitude lead a person to stick with moting more expanded positive emotional expe- 85 
34 their commitments say to reduce weight, eat rience. Besides the retrospective recognition of 86 
35 more nutritionally, exercise, or reduce smoking? benefits, gratitude also drives future prosocial 87 
36 Attrition is a major problem, especially in motivations (e.g., “I want to return benefits to 88 
37 Internet interventions (Christensen, Griffiths, others who have helped me”). 89 
as Mackinnon, & Brittliffe, 2006). A recent study Forgiveness is a motivational and emotional 90 
ao found that retention in a two-week intervention transformation whereby a person relinquishes 91 
40 for depressed persons was significantly higher feelings of past hurts and engages in construc- 92 
4ı for those who completed gratitude journals com- tive thoughts and possibly conciliatory actions 93 
42 pared to recording automatic thoughts (Geraghty, toward the person who has hurt him or her 94 
43 Wood, & Hyland, 2010). (McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997). 95 
44 Gratitude was effective in both reducing drop- Given the psychological hurdles preceding for- 96 
45 out and lowering depression scores, and increased giveness, such as overcoming past hurts, psycho- 97 
46 retention by 12% over those recording daily logical well-being via forgiveness might be es 
47 thoughts. attained more gradually compared to gratitude. 99 
In our laboratory, we recently compared grati- 100 

tude with these two other positive psychological 101 

48 The Uniqueness of Gratitude Interventions interventions and a control condition. Online 102 
interventions for gratitude, forgiveness, and hope 103 

49 An important issue to be addressed in future were developed and implemented daily over a 104 
so research concerns the unique contributions that two-week period. Participants were randomly 105 
51 gratitude interventions make to well-being out- assigned to one of four conditions—the grati- 106 
52 comes that distinguish them, say from related tude, forgiveness, hope, or control conditions. 107 
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In the gratitude condition, participants were 
asked to focus and engage grateful thoughts and 
feelings toward multiple gifts received each day. 
In the forgiveness condition the participants 
were asked to engage in benefit finding and for- 
giving thoughts toward an offender each day. In 
the hope condition, participants were asked each 
day to write about a goal that they hope to pursue 
in the future. The control group was asked to list 
activities attended each day over the two weeks. 
The four groups also reported their daily emo- 
tions and a daily checklist of spiritual, material- 
istic, prosocial, and grateful activities. 

Compared to men, women in all three inter- 
vention conditions reported greater levels of 
both trait and state gratitude. More specifically, 
for the gratitude composite variable (i.e., appre- 
ciative, thankful, grateful) across the 14 days, 
gender differences were observed most strongly 
in the gratitude intervention condition. Women 
had higher levels of grateful emotions in the 
gratitude condition, indicating that women were 
more sensitive to the gratitude intervention. 
Women also reported higher levels of positive 
affect in the gratitude condition, compared to 
men (Mishra & Emmons, 2009). These findings 
resonate well with the gender differences find- 
ings revealed in recent studies (see Kashdan et al 
2009; Watkins et al., 2003). As discussed earlier, 
the gender differences in gratitude may be 
explained by the greater susceptibility of women 
to extract benefits from gratitude because of its 
utility as an interpersonal emotion. Examining 
gender differences in gratitude may also lead to 
further insight into the possibility of gender- 
specific gratitude interventions that may applied 
in future studies. 


Conclusion 


The science of gratitude is young. Even so, con- 
siderable progress has already been made in 
understanding how both state and trait gratitude 
are conducive to well-being. Of the 10 hypothe- 
ses advanced in this chapter, considerable empiri- 
cal support was found for the majority of them. 
Some of these have been the object of more 
research than others, so it may be premature 
to suggest that a comprehensive evaluation of 
each has been accomplished. One conclusion that 
we can draw with confidence is that relation 
between gratitude and well-being is multiply 
determined. In particular, we found considerable 
evidence that gratitude builds social resources by 
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strengthening relationships and promoting 
prosocial actions. It is also likely that these 10 
hypotheses do not exhaust the possible ways 
in which gratitude impacts well-being, and 
future research will undoubtedly uncover addi- 
tional mechanisms. Toward that end, we offered 
some suggestions for the design of future studies 
that will hopefully continue to illuminate the 
richness and complexity of this social emotion 
and optimize the practice of gratitude for pro- 
moting harmonious intrapsychic and interper- 
sonal functioning. 
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The Positive Side of Close Relationships 


Shelly L. Gable and Courtney L. Gosnell 


Research from several sources has unequivocally 
shown that close relationships are strongly 
linked to health and well-being. For example, in 
terms of physical health, large-scale epidemio- 
logical studies have demonstrated that social iso- 
lation is associated with a substantial increase in 
all-cause mortality risk (e.g., Berkman & Syme, 
1979; House, Landis, Umberson, 1988). Studies 
focused on specific physiological systems have 
found that poor-quality relationships or a lack of 
social ties are associated with poorer functioning 
cardiovascular, immune, and endocrine systems 
(see Uchino, Cacioppo, & Keicolt-Glaser, 1996, 
for review). In terms of well-being, it has been 
well-established that positive close relationships 
are closely tied to happiness and satisfaction with 
life (e.g, Berscheid & Reis, 1998; Diener & 
Seligman, 2002). These links do not exist solely 
on the pages of empirical journals; they are 
clearly recognized by the public. For example, 
people routinely cite their close relationships 
as their most significant or meaningful areas 
of life (e.g., Little, 1989; Sears, 1977). In short, 
both the empirical data and common experience 
support the idea that forming and maintaining 
stable and positive close relationships is a critical 
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component of health and well-being. Moreover, 
the human condition cannot be understood 
without a careful understanding of close rela- 
tionships (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and 
how the mind evolved to develop and maintain 
these ties. 

Even though the field of close relationships is 
a relatively young science, scholars have made 
considerable progress in understanding processes 
that unfold in close relationships. The lion’s 
share of this research has focused on processes 
that undermine close relationships and the links 
between poor-quality social relationships or 
social isolation and negative outcomes. However, 
over the years there have been several notable 
exceptions to the focus on negative relationship 
processes, and recently researchers have begun 
to pay closer attention to positive processes in 
relationships. In this chapter, we first take stock 
of work that has focused on processes that pro- 
mote high-quality relationships and the role that 
these processes play in health and well-being. 
We then discuss areas that we see as ripe for 
future research on positive processes in close 
relationships that are likely to shed light on 
important links to health and well-being. 
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Taking Stock 


Social Support 


Tangible and emotional support from other 
people during times of stress has long been 
thought to be a major pathway through which 
social ties are linked to health and well-being. 
The way in which social support has been defined 
and measured has varied both across disciplines 
(e.g. psychology, epidemiology) and within 
disciplines (Vangelisti, 2009). Three major con- 
ceptualizations of support have been used in 
the literature. Structural support refers to the 
number of social ties or the interconnectedness 
of those ties (often called density) that a person 
reports. Enacted or received support refers to 
specific support transactions or support that 
is actually given or received in response to a 
stressor. Finally, perceived support (or perceived 
availability of support) is the perception that 
others will come to one’s aide if needed 
(Vangelisti, 2009). 


Correlates of Support 


The outcomes associated with social support 
depend largely on which conceptualization of 
support is employed. One puzzling aspect of the 
social support literature is that there appear to be 
differences between what researchers refer to as 
perceived social support (the perception that one 
has supportive others who would be available in 
times of need) and enacted social support (the 
actual transaction of tangible or emotional sup- 
port from a support provider). Perceived support 
is consistently associated with positive health 
and well-being (Kaul & Lakey, 2003; Lakey & 
Cassady, 1990). For example, perceived availabil- 
ity of support has been associated with a reduc- 
tion of anxiety and depression during stressful 
times (Fleming, Baum, Gisriel, & Gatchel, 1982;), 
more positive adjustment to diseases (Holahan, 
Moos, Holahan, & Brennan, 1997; Stone, 
Mezzacappa, Donatone, & Gonder, 1999), and 
reduced heart rate and blood pressure response 
during a stressful speech task (Smith, Ruiz, and 
Uchino, 2004). However, enacted support has 
often been unrelated to outcomes, or in some 
cases, associated with negative outcomes 
(Dunkel-Schetter & Bennett, 1990; Bolger, 
Kessler, & Zuckerman, 2000). Why is it that 
thinking that support will be available to you 
(regardless of the veracity of that belief) is better 
than actually receiving that support? 
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Researchers have hypothesized that receiving 
support from others can carry costs such as low- 
ering self-esteem, drawing attention to the prob- 
lem, making the recipient feel incompetent, or 
lead the recipient to feel indebted (Bolger, 
Zuckerman, & Kessler, 2000; Shrout, Herman, & 
Bolger, 2006). Thus, the potential costs of enacted 
support may mask their potential benefits such 
as practical help and emotional comfort (see 
Sarason, Sarason, & Gurung, 1997). Supporting 
the notion that enacted support may carry costs, 
Bolger and colleagues (2000) conducted a study 
examining the effects of actual support interac- 
tions. They found that stressed individuals 
reported the better outcomes (e.g., lower anxi- 
ety) on days that their partner reported provid- 
ing support, but they did not report receiving 
support themselves (which the researchers called 
invisible support) compared to days the stressed 
recipient reported receiving support from the 
partner (called visible support). 

Other researcher have argued that one of the 
reasons that actual support has been only tenu- 
ously linked to outcomes is that the support 
received may not be very skilled or can be per- 
ceived as unhelpful (Dunkel-Schetter & Bennett, 
1990). Thus, it seems it is imperative that 
researchers investigating enacted social support 
recognize the close relationship context in which 
support transactions take place (e.g., Collins & 
Feeney, 2000). In particular, the construct of per- 
ceived responsiveness is likely a critical factor 
regarding whether or not the support transac- 
tion is beneficial. Perceived responsiveness is the 
idea that the relationship partner understands, 
validates, and cares for “core . . . features of the 
self” (Reis, Clark, & Holmes, 2004, p.203). Many 
theoretical approaches to relationships (e.g., 
attachment theory, communal relationships 
theory) regard perceived responsiveness as a 
central aspect of satisfying relationships (Murray, 
Holmes, & Collins, 2007), and researchers have 
specifically conceptualized effective social sup- 
port as “responsiveness to another's needs 
and... as acts that communicate caring; that 
validate the other’s worth, feelings, or actions” 
(Cutrona, 1996, p. 10). 

A recent study by Maisel and Gable (2009) 
examined enacted support transactions in terms 
of perceived responsiveness. They found that 
received support, both visible and invisible, 
was associated with positive outcomes for the 
recipient when it was intended to be or perceived 
to be responsive—understanding, validating, and 
caring. Conversely, when support was low in 
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CHAPTER 17. THE POSITIVE SIDE OF CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS 267 
1 responsiveness, it was associated with no benefits attenuate reactions to stressors. There is evidence 54 
2 or even negative outcomes. Moreover, the out- for both of these processes in the literature. 55 
3 comes were not limited to the support recipient Social support may have a direct impact on 56 
4 per se (e.g., decreased anxiety) but also extended positive outcomes because supportive others can 57 
5 to the recipient’s perceptions of the relationship alter the perception of everyday events so that 58 
6 with the support provider (e.g., increased con- they are not perceived as threats or stressors. For 59 
7 nection). This study illustrates the potential example, a study by Schnall, Harber, Stefanucci, 60 
s insights to be gained by examining social and Proffitt (2008) found that the presence of a 61 
9 support in the context of close relationship friend (real or in one’s thoughts) led observers to 62 
10 processes and identifying the theoretically pre- perceive a hill that they were told they would 63 
ıı dicted key components of successful support have to climb to be less steep. Moreover, once 64 
12 transactions. stressors do occur, having close ties with sup- 65 
portive others helps people cope more effectively 66 
a3 Meehanisms with them; this is true for both major life events 67 
and smaller, everyday hassles (e.g., Bolger & 68 

14 Although several studies have documented Eckenrode, 1991; Harlow & Cantor, 1995). In 69 
15 important outcomes associated with social sup- short, there is good evidence that social support 70 
16 port, fewer have focused on the question of how operates both through reducing the number of 71 
17 or through what mechanisms social support is stressors in one’s life (direct effect) as well as by 72 
ıs linked to outcomes. This research has shown that equipping individuals to better handle stressors 73 
19 different mechanisms may link support to out- (buffering). However, even outside of the con- 74 
20 comes. Again however, different mechanisms text of stressful life events, social support is asso- 75 
2ı have been associated with the different concep- ciated with an increased sense of self-efficacy 76 
22 tualizations of support. For example, Cohen and and personal goal fulfillment, as was shown by 77 
23 Wills (1985) reviewed a series of studies con- Brunstein, Dangelmayer and Schultheiss (1996), 78 
24 necting social support with well-being and found who found that social support was predictive of 79 
25 support for two separate models, the main effects personal goal enactment (findings that are con- 80 
26 model and the buffering model. The main effects sistent with Cohen & Wills’ direct effects model sı 
27 model argues that effective social support has a reviewed above). 82 
28 direct affect on well-being. Cohen and Wills In short, although much has been learned s3 
29 (1985) found that the direct effects model was about social support processes, more research is 84 
30 most clearly supported in studies where support needed to fully understand the role that social 85 
31 is measured through degree of social integration support plays in health and well-being. We s6 
32 in a large social network. Thus, the direct effect believe there are three topics ripe for further 87 
33 model finds that people who report having more inquiry. First, researchers need to more fully sa 
34 social ties also report greater well-being than understand the dyadic nature of these transac- 89 
as those with fewer ties, even when no stressors are tions—that is, support transactions and, presum- 90 
36 present. The buffering model argues that effec- ably, the role they play in close relationship 91 
37 tive support protects an individual from the neg- formation and maintenance, and the impact that 92 
38 ative effects of stressful events when they do these transactions have on the support provider. 93 
ao occur. Cohen and Wills (1985) found that the 
4o buffering model was supported when social sup- 
41 port was measured through the perceived avail- Capitalization 94 
42 ability of interpersonal resources. 
43 Similarly, Bolger and Zuckerman (1995) Although it seems inevitable that at least a little 95 
44 described two processes through which personal- rain must fall in everyone's life, good things 96 
45 ity factors can interact with stress to affect out- happen too. In fact, in everyday life, positive 97 
46 comes: an exposure process (how often the events outpace negative events at a ratio of at 98 
47 individual encounters the stressor) and a reactiv- least three to one (Gable & Haidt, 2005). And se 
48 ity process (the extent to which a person shows just as the social support literature has shown 100 
49 an emotional or physical reaction to a stressor). that people turn to others to cope with negative 101 
so Social support may be involved in both the expo- events, recent research has also shown that 102 
51 sure and reactivity processes such that high people often turn to others to share their good 103 
52 levels of social support decrease the number of news. This process was termed capitalization by 104 
53 stressors (or perceived stressors) in life and Langston (1994) because it refers to the act of 105 
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making the most out of, or capitalizing on, posi- 
tive events. Capitalization research has investi- 
gated the consequences of the act of telling others 
about a positive event, as well as the effect of the 
response of the person with whom the event was 
disclosed (e.g., Gable, Reis, Impett, & Asher, 
2004; Gable, Gonzaga, & Strachman, 2006; 
Langston, 1994). In addition, empirical studies 
have focused on both intrapersonal and interper- 
sonal outcomes (e.g., Gable et al., 2006, Reis 
et al., 2009). 

This work began with a pair of daily experi- 
ence studies by Langston (1994). He found that 
when people shared the news of a positive event 
with others, they experienced positive affect 
above and beyond the positive event itself. In 
subsequent studies, we replicated and expanded 
on these original findings (e.g., Gable et al., 2004; 
2006; Reis et al., 2009). One surprising finding in 
our work is that capitalization is quite common. 
For example, in one daily experience study, 
people told at least one other person about the 
best thing that happened to them over the course 
of the day between 70% and 80% of the time 
(e.g., Gable et al., 2004). This high frequency of 
sharing was also found by studies using very dif- 
ferent methods. For example, Algoe and Haidt 
(2009) found that when participants recalled and 
described a time when they got something, they 
spontaneously mentioned having told or having 
wanted to tell other people about it more than 
80% of the time. Not surprisingly, we have also 
found that people are more likely to tell other 
people about important positive events than less 
important events (the correlation between event 
importance and sharing is low to moderate, e.g., 
r = .26; Gable et al., 2004, Study 1). In addition, 
the likelihood of sharing events with others was 
not correlated with attributing the event to luck 
or effort. 

Also, replicating and extending Langston’s 
(1994) original findings, we have found that 
when people share positive events with others, 
they experienced more positive affect, well-be- 
ing, self-esteem, and less loneliness than is 
attributable to the events themselves. In addi- 
tion, the more people with whom they shared 
the event, the better their outcomes (Gable et al., 
2004; Reis et al., 2009). Our next step in this 
research was to identify the people with whom 
positive events are shared. We found that posi- 
tive events were shared almost exclusively with 
close relationship partners. For example, in one 
study we found that nearly all (97%) of the 
people with whom the positive event was shared 
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were close relationship partners, such as friends, 
siblings, parents, roommates, or romantic partners; 
only 3% of events were shared with non-close 
others, such as coworkers and acquaintances. 

Our findings regarding the near-exclusive 
involvement of close others in capitalization dis- 
closures suggested that in addition to being an 
intrapersonal process, capitalization is also an 
interpersonal process. Specifically, we hypothe- 
sized two things. First, the reaction of the person 
to whom the event was disclosed accounts for the 
majority of capitalization of the observed effects. 
Second, we hypothesized that capitalization 
interactions provide a crucial opportunity for 
relationship partners to cultivate closeness and 
intimacy. That is, a supportive response to a close 
relationship partner’s positive event disclosure 
builds intimacy, likely without the potential pit- 
falls associated with enacted social support for a 
negative event (see above for discussion), and 
contributes to the perceived availability of sup- 
port. What, exactly, is a supportive, positive 
response to a capitalization attempt? 

To answer this question, we created a measure 
of perceptions of how a relationship partner 
responds when a positive event has been shared 
(Gable et al, 2004). This measure, the Perceived 
Responses to Capitalization Attempts (PRCA), 
employed an adaptation of Rusbult and col- 
leagues’ typology of responses to a partner’s 
negative behavior, such as criticisms, snapping, 
and other relationship transgressions (Rusbult, 
Zembrodt, & Gunn, 1982)—called accommoda- 
tion responses. This empirically validated model 
describes responses to a partner’s potentially 
destructive behavior along two independent 
dimensions: constructive-destructive and active- 
passive. Thus, there are four types of reactions to 
problematic behavior: active-constructive (e.g., 
talking about the problem), passive-constructive 
(e.g., giving the partner the benefit of the doubt), 
active-destructive (e.g., considering ending the 
relationship), or passive-destructive (e.g., avoid- 
ing the partner for a while). In their research on 
accommodation process, Rusbult and colleagues 
have found that both types of constructive 
responses are positively associated with relation- 
ship well-being, whereas both active and passive 
types of destructive responses are natively asso- 
ciated with relationship well-being (Rusbult, 
Verette, Whitney, Slovic, & Lipkus, 1991). The 
PRCA was based on the accommodation frame- 
work and also characterized positive event dis- 
closures along these two dimensions. The four 
types of responses to capitalization attempts are 
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1 as follows: active-constructive responses (e.g., it would sound something like this: “That sounds se 
2 “He/she reacts to my good fortune enthusiasti- like a lot of work. Are you ready to take on such 57 
3 cally”), passive-constructive responses (e.g., He/ a big client? Will you have to work even longer sa 
4 she is silently supportive of the good things hours? Iam surprised they didn’t give it to some- se 
5 that occur to me”), active-destructive responses one with more experience than you.” Finally, a 60 
6 (e.g, “He/she points out the potential problems passive-destructive response would sound some- 61 
7 or down sides of the good event”), and passive- thing like “What do you want to have for dinner 62 
s destructive responses (e.g., “My partner doesn’t tonight?” or “Wait until you hear what hap- 63 
9 pay much attention to me”). pened to me at work today.” 64 
ıo To elaborate on the four types, active- We conducted a series of studies on the asso- 65 
ıı constructive responding entails the expression ciation between the perceived typical responses 66 
12 of excitement or enthusiasm about the positive to capitalization attempts in established relation- 67 
ı3 event and active involvement in the exchange. ships (using the PRCA measure) and relation- 68 
14 The responder often asks questions about the ship quality outcomes, using samples of dating 69 
15 event, elaborates on the event’s implications couples and married couples. For example, in the 70 
ıe for the discloser, and reflects on the meaning of study of dating couples, we found that when par- zı 
ız the event to the discloser in particular. Interest, ticipants reported that their partners typically 72 
ıs happiness, and pride are commonly expressed responded in an active-constructive manner, 73 
19 emotions in this response. Passive-constructive they reported greater relationship satisfaction, 74 
20 responding conveys a positive reaction to the trust, and intimacy (this was true for both men 75 
21 event, but this reaction is subdued as the and women). However, reporting that one’s part- 76 
22 responder says little or is silent about the event. ner typically responds in a passive-constructive, 77 
2a3 The responder may provide a pleasant but short active-destructive, or passive-destructive manner 78 
24 exchange. This response differs from the active- was consistently negatively correlated with these 79 
25 constructive response primarily in the respond- outcomes (Gable et al., 2004; Study 2). These so 
26 er's level of involvement (i.e., no questions posed results remained robust when controlling for sı 
27. or elaborations or implications presented). reports of how a partner typically responds to 82 
28 Active-destructive responding is similar to one’s negative behavior (i.e., accommodation; 83 
29 active-constructive responding in terms of its Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovic, & Lipkus, 84 
ao level of involvement on the part of the responder. 1991). We found similar results in the married 85 
31 However, with an active-destructive response, sample, using outcomes collected on a daily basis se 
32 the feedback is negative. The responder often (e.g, daily relationship quality, reports of con- 87 
33 points out possible negative implications of the flict), and controlling for overall relationship sat- 88 
34 event, interprets the event less favorably than isfaction.' 89 
35 the discloser did, or minimizes the significance It is particularly interesting that passive- 90 
36 of the event. Finally, the passive-destructive constructive responses were negatively predic- 91 
37 response simply fails to acknowledge the event tive of relationship quality because in Rusbult 92 
38 at all. The responder either changes the subject and colleagues’ (1991) accommodation work, 93 
39 to discuss something completely different or  passive-constructive responses to a partner’s 94 
40 directs the conversation to an event that occurred transgressions are typically positively associated 95 
4ı to him or her. with outcomes (or sometimes uncorrelated with 96 
42 Consider the following example. Deborah outcomes). However, this pattern was replicated 97 
43 rushes home from her job at a law firm to tell her in experimental work and with previously unac- 98 
44 husband Rich that the senior partners just quainted dyads. For example, Reis and colleagues 99 
45 assigned her to be the lead attorney for the (2009; Study 3) conducted an experiment in 100 
46 firm's biggest client. If Rich provides an active- which they had confederates interview partici- 101 
47 constructive response, it would sound something pants about an important positive event that 102 
ag like this: “This is great news! You will be a won- occurred in their lives. The confederate responded 103 
49 derful lead attorney; you have a sharp legal mind in either an active-constructive manner or a 104 
so and you are a born leader. The partners have passive-constructive manner. Participants felt 105 
51 recognized your talents! I know you worked closer to their interviewers when in the active- 106 
s2 hard, and I am proud of you. Can you talk about constructive condition than in the passive- 107 
53 the case?” A passive-constructive response would constructive condition, both right after the 108 
54 sound something like this: “How nice, dear.” exchange and at a follow-up assessment one 109 
55 If Rich provides an active-destructive response, week later. 110 
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At first it may seem that pleasant but quiet 
reactions to the disclosure of positive events 
would not be bad; however, these quiet exchanges 
are predictive of poorer relationship quality. 
Thus, passive-constructive responses show a pat- 
tern quite similar to active-destructive and pas- 
sive-destructive responses in terms of the impact 
they have on relationship quality. We also 
assessed how a response affects the discloser. 
That is, do the personal benefits of sharing posi- 
tive events that we reported above fluctuate in 
accordance with the response of the other person? 
To answer this question, we examined the intrap- 
ersonal consequences of the reaction of the 
responder to capitalization attempts using mea- 
sures adapted from the PRCA. 

We found that receiving active-constructive 
responses was associated with increased positive 
affect and subjective well-being. The effects of 
the response to capitalization attempts on the 
discloser were above and beyond his or her rated 
importance of the event in the first place. 
However, passive or destructive responses were 
associated with either no increase in positive 
affect and well-being being associated with the 
event or, in several instances, decreases in these 
outcomes (Gable et al., 2004; Study 4; Gable, 
2008; Reis et al., 2009, Study 2). In an experi- 
mental study aimed at delineating mechanisms 
of capitalization, Reis and colleagues (2009, 
Study 2) found that after participants received 
an active-constructive response from a confeder- 
ate while discussing a recent positive event, they 
increased their ratings of the importance of that 
event. This augmentation of the event’s impor- 
tance did not occur if they were randomly 
assigned to receive passive feedback. 

Capitalization reactions and perceived respon- 
siveness to the self. In our work on capitalization, 
we hypothesized that one very important ingre- 
dient in reactions to capitalization disclosures is 
the perception of responsiveness to the self (see 
above section for discussion). When an interac- 
tion partner provides an active-constructive 
response to a capitalization disclosure, recogni- 
tion of the importance of that event to the dis- 
closer in particularis conveyed.This demonstrates 
understanding (or a desire to understand) of 
what is significant to the discloser. Second, 
enthusiastically supportive reactions, questions 
about the event, and expressions of joy convey 
that the responder agrees that the event itself is 
or will be significant. This conveys validation to 
the discloser. Finally, when the responder exhib- 
its emotion in his or her reaction, it conveys 
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affective investment, or a sense of caring. In 
short, an active-constructive response conveys 
the three critical elements of perceived res- 
ponsiveness. On the other hand, a passive or 
destructive response does not convey under- 
standing, validation, or caring, and may convey 
their opposites. 

In order to test the idea that active-constructive 
responses convey perceived responsiveness, we 
conducted an observational study of dating couples. 
Dating couples came into the laboratory and 
engaged in a series of discussions in the labora- 
tory that were videotaped (Gable et al., 2006). 
Prior to these interactions, they independently 
completed several measures, including how their 
partner typically responds to their positive event 
disclosures (the PRCA measure). During the 
videotape portion, they took turns sharing a 
recent positive event with one another (capital- 
ization) and sharing a recent negative event with 
one another (traditional social support). After 
they shared their events, they rated how under- 
stood, validated, and cared for their partners 
made them feel (perceived responsiveness). 

In support of the idea that active-constructive 
reactions convey perceived responsiveness, we 
found that the more participants that reported 
that their partners typically responded in an 
active-constructive manner (and not an active or 
destructive manner), the greater perceived 
responsiveness they reported after the positive 
event discussion in the laboratory. However, the 
PRCA did not predict how much perceived 
responsiveness the partner conveyed during the 
negative event discussion. In addition to provid- 
ing the first evidence that active-constructive 
responding conveys responsiveness, these results 
showed that responding well to a partner’s good 
fortune does not necessarily indicate that the 
partner will respond effectively in times of stress 
because PRCA scores did not predict feelings 
responded to after negative event disclosures. 

In addition to looking at the link between 
typical reactions to capitalization attempts and 
perceived responsiveness, in this study we exam- 
ined the actual behavior during the videotaped 
capitalization exchange. Specifically, we trained 
raters to code the reactions of partners to partici- 
pants’ capitalization attempts on the active-passive 
dimension and the constructive-destructive 
dimension. We found that the more active and 
constructive the coders rated partners’ responses, 
the higher participants rated their partners 
on perceived responsiveness. These results pro- 
vided strong support for our prediction that 
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1 active and constructive responding increases Close Relationships, Motivation, and Emotion 56 
2 feelings of responsiveness, while passive or 

3 destructive responding undermines feelings of Pursuit of the Ideal Self > 
4 responsiveness. 

5 Moreover, this study provided evidence Close relationship partners are often active par- 58 
6 regarding the critical nature of perceived respon- ticipants in each other’s personal development 59 
7 siveness in healthy relationships. Specifically, and goal pursuit. In this vein, research on whatis 60 
8 couples were contacted after the study to com- known as the Michelangelo phenomenon (e.g., 61 
9 plete a follow-up survey on their relationship Drigotas, Rusbult, Weiselquist, & Whitton, 1999, 62 
10 status and quality (e.g., satisfaction, commit- Drigotas, 2002; Rusbult, Kumashiro, M., Kubacka, 63 
11 ment). For both men and women, perceived K. E., & Finkel, E. J., 2009) has provided excellent 64 
12 responsiveness ratings following the positive evidence for the process through which close 65 
13 event disclosure predicted relationship health partners can promote (or hinder) one’s pursuit of 66 
14 at the follow-up. Moreover, perceived respon- the ideal self. The term Michelangelo phenome- 67 
15 siveness to positive event disclosures may be non is eloquently derived from Michelangelo 68 
16 particularly important because responsiveness Buonarroti’s description of the sculptor’s job as 69 
17 ratings after the negative event disclosure did releasing an ideal figure from a block of stone 70 
18 not predict relationship health at the follow-up. (Rusbult et al., 2009). In the case of people, 71 
19 Many other studies have found strong links the ideal figure inside the stone is the ideal self 72 
20 between perceived responsiveness and intimacy (e.g, Higgins, 1987). A person’s pursuit of his 73 
21 (e.g. Laurenceau, Barrett, & Pietromonaco, or her ideal self may be represented as an explicit, 74 
22 1998; Manne, Ostroff et al., 2004), thus capital- clearly defined set of goals, or the ideal self 75 
23 ization responses may play a crucial role in the can be vaguer, such as a collection of dreams or 76 
24 growth or stagnation of intimacy and closeness aspirations. 77 
25 in relationships. Research on the Michelangelo phenomenon 78 
26 In summary, the research on capitalization has has found evidence for how partners influence 79 
27 shown the important role that close others can movement toward each one other’s ideal selves. 80 
28 play in capitalizing on positive events. Disclosing Primarily, partners do this through perceptual or 81 
29 positive events and having close interaction part- behavioral affirmation, known collectively as s2 
30 ners who are good at responding when things go partner affirmations. Specifically, the degree to 83 
aı right has benefits for both the individual and the which one’s cognitive representation of the part- 84 
32 relationship. Despite the research progress to ner is consistent with his or her ideal self is per- 85 
33 date, more work needs to be conducted to under- ceptual affirmation, and the degree to which the se 
34 stand the processes that link capitalization to partner treats the target in a manner that is con- 87 
35 outcomes. For example, how do expectations of a sistent with his or her ideal self is behavioral sa 
36 partner’s response affect the choice to disclose a affirmation (e.g., Drigotas et al, 1999). Of course, 89 
a7 positive event? Are some partners more or less perceptual affirmation is closely associated with 90 
38 likely to be the targets of capitalization attempts? behavioral affirmation (people tend to behave 91 
39 On a related note, are there individual differ- toward their partners in ways consistent with 92 
40 ences or contextual factors that contribute to their cognitive representations of their partners), 93 
4ı one’s ability to respond effectively to a capital- and behavioral affirmation (which is actually 94 
42 ization attempt? Perhaps attachment styles displayed to the partner) is more directly related 95 
43 (Bowlby, 1982) moderate capitalization responses; to movement toward the ideal self than percep- 96 
44 or it may be difficult to respond effectively when tual affirmation. 97 
45 the positive event has implication for the The influence that partners have on one 98 
46 responder’s own self-concept (e.g., Tesser, 1988). another stems from the nature of their interde- 99 
47 Another area we know little about is the role pendent relationship. Interdependent relation- 100 
48 that capitalization plays in parent-child relation- ships are by definition those in which partners 101 
49 ships and the formation of the child’s self- influence one another’s outcomes (e.g., rewards, 102 
50 concept. Finally, little is known about how costs, well-being) through the course of their 103 
sı responding to others’ positive event disclosures interactions (Kelley et al., 2003). Over the course 104 
s2 affects the responder. That is, providing a capital- of the many coordinated activities partners 105 
53 ization response may have direct affects on the engage in with one another, they can affirm (or 106 
54 responder that are distinct from his or her rela- conversely, disaffirm) each other’s pursuit toward 107 
55 tionship with the discloser. the ideal self. That is, partner affirmations elicit 108 
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aspects of the ideal self through these interac- 
tions, and this can be done in an automatic or 
intentional manner (Rusbult et al., 2009). Partner 
affirmations, in turn, are strongly associated 
with perceptions of similarity to the ideal self, 
and changes in perceptions of similarity to the 
ideal self over time (Drigotas et al., 1999; Rusbult 
et al., 2009). Moreover, partner affirmations are 
also strongly associated with personal well-being 
and relationship quality (Drigotas, 2002; Drigotas 
et al., 1999; Rusbult et al., 2009). Conceptually, 
partner affirmations are similar to Deci and 
Ryan’s (2000) construct of autonomy support, 
which they define as support for self-ascribed 
goals, values, and needs. 


Motivation to Expand the Self 


Another area of research that has focused on the 
role of close relationships in the development of 
the self is Arthur Aron and colleagues’ research 
on the self-expansion model (Aron, Aron, Tudor, 
& Nelson, 1991; see also Aron et al., 2004 for 
review). The self-expansion model posits that 
people are motivated to increase the bounds of 
their self-concept by incorporating the resources, 
perspectives, and identities of close others into 
their own self-concept. This model has been sup- 
ported by extensive empirical evidence. In close 
relationships, mental models of the self and other 
are linked and overlap; the closer the relation- 
ship, the greater this degree of overlap. Thus, the 
partner’s personal qualities and resources are 
less distinguishable from one’s own. 

Aron and colleagues have argued that the moti- 
vation to expand the self is a central motivation, 
and the desire for self-expansion drives us to seek, 
enter, and deepen close relationships. Moreover, 
they argue that the act of self-expansion, or includ- 
ing the other in the self, is rewarding and creates 
positive affect. Hence the rapid expansion of the 
self that occurs at the beginning of relationships 
at least partially accounts for the euphoric feel- 
ings attributed to falling in love (Aron et al., 
1991). Of course, the theory speaks largely to 
incorporating the positive qualities, attributes, 
and resources of the other person. Thus, a straight- 
forward future direction would be to investigate 
the inclusion of other in the self from a strength- 
based perspective (Peterson & Park, 2009). 

Interestingly, very recent research has shown 
that the idea that motivation to expand the self 
can lead people to draw closer to another can 
actually occur in the reverse order. Specifically, 
Slotter and Gardner (2009) have found that the 
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motivation to be close to someone can lead to 
self-expansion. In an impressive series of studies, 
these researchers showed that when individuals 
anticipate or desire to be close to another, they 
are motivated to integrate aspects of the other 
into their self-concept. For example, in one study 
participants were told their interaction partner 
possessed an attribute of which they had been 
previously unaware. Participants incorporated this 
novel attribute into their self-concept only when 
motivated to be closer (i.e., the effect was observed 
only when romantic partners were the interaction 
partner, not when a stranger was the interaction 
partner; Slotter & Garder, 2009; Study 2). In 
another study, participants incorporated attri- 
butes of a new person into their self-concepts 
only when the other person was presented as a 
potential dating partner (not when presented as a 
potential job applicant; Slotter & Gardner, 2009; 
Study 3). The authors discuss their results in 
terms of the functions of self-other integration. 
In established relationships, self-other integra- 
tion likely leads to pro-relationship thoughts and 
behavior (e.g., Agnew, 2006). In addition, per- 
ceived similarity to the self is a central tenet of 
attraction (Byrne, 1971). 


Gratitude 


Although research on emotions in close relation- 
ships has tended to focus on negative emotions, 
such as jealously, anger, anxiety, and grief, recent 
work on gratitude in close relationships is an 
exception. The emotion of gratitude has been 
studied largely as an intrapersonal phenomenon; 
studies have tended to focus on the attributions 
associated with and the personal consequences of 
gratitude (see McCullough et al, 2001 for 
review). Recently, however, Algoe and colleagues 
(Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Algoe, Haidt, & Gable, 
2008; Algoe, Gable, & Maisel, in press) have 
examined gratitude in the context of interper- 
sonal relationships. This work is grounded in a 
social-functional model of emotions (e.g., Keltner 
& Haidt, 1999) and examines what function 
gratitude serves for the benefactor and recipient 
and the relationship between them. 

Specifically, Algoe and colleagues have argued 
that gratitude functions to promote relationship 
formation and maintenance and have offered 
evidence for this in several studies employing 
different methods and involving diverse samples. 
For example, Algoe and Haidt (2009) had partici- 
pants recall events that had happened to them, 
either when another person evoked feelings of 
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CHAPTER 17. THE POSITIVE SIDE OF CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS 273 
1 gratitude or happiness. Participants who were in had a corner on the market. Prominent psychol- 54 
2 the gratitude condition were more likely to ogists long ago recognized the importance of 55 
3 report noticing new positive qualities about their love in human behavior. John Bowlby (1969) se 
4 benefactors and that they would be more willing proposed that maternal love, attachment bonds, 57 
5 to spend time with their benefactors in the future and caregiving were central processes in human s8 
6 than those in the happiness condition (note in behavior. Others such as Harry Harlow (1958) 59 
7 both conditions the emotions was caused by the demonstrated that maternal love was not the 60 
s actions of the other person). result of secondary reinforcement (e.g., provid- 61 
9 This relational function of the gratitude emo- ing food) in his famous cloth and wire monkey 62 
10 tion has been empirically studied in both newly experiments. Despite these early insights, love as 63 
ıı formed relationships and stable dating relation- the topic of scientific study has not been univer- 64 
ı2 ships. Specifically, in a study of emerging friend- sally embraced. The quintessential illustration of 65 
ı3 ships in college sororities, Algoe and colleagues the public’s skepticism of psychologists’ ability 66 
ıa (2008) examined the role of gratitude during a to empirically investigate love come in 1975 67 
15 week of gift-giving from older members to new when Senator Proxmire awarded one of his 68 
16 members. They asked the new sorority members “Golden Fleece” awards to two social psycholo- 69 
ız (the gift recipients) to record their reactions to gists who had a National Science Foundation 70 
ıs the benefits received from the older member grant to study love (see Hatfield, 2006). Proxmire 71 
19 assigned to be their anonymous gift-giver during thought this topic was not a meritorious use of 72 
20 this special week. They found that that the more taxpayers’ money. Ironically, this contradicts 73 
2ı the benefit conveyed perceived responsiveness to everything we know about the critical role that 74 
22 the self (i.e., understanding, validation, and close relationships play in health and well-being. 75 
23 caring), the more gratitude the recipient reported. Despite these historical trends, researchers have 76 
2a This effect controlled for the cost of the benefit made important strides in understanding the 77 
25 and the liking for the benefit. Moreover, the positive emotion of love. 78 
26 emotion of gratitude positively predicted future Several researchers distinguish between two 79 
27 relationship outcomes (e.g., closeness, liking). kinds of love: passionate love and companionate 80 
28 In a subsequent study of cohabiting couples, love (Bercheid & Walster; 1978; Sternberg, 1986). 81 
29 both members of the dyad reported on their Passionate love is the intense excitement and 82 
30 emotions and behaviors in a daily experience attraction one has for someone else, and com- 83 
31 study (Algoe, Gable, & Maisel, 2010). They panionate love is the affection and liking we 84 
32 found that the receipt of thoughtful benefits feel for someone else. Both types of love are 85 
a3 predicted gratitude in both men and women. important in close relationships. From an evolu- 86 
34 Moreover, participants’ gratitude predicted tionary perspective, the function of passionate 87 
35 increases in relationship connection and satisfac- love and desire is to foster attraction and 88 
36 tion the following day, for both them and their relationship initiation. Relationship initiation 89 
a7 partners (i.e., both the recipient and benefactor involves finding a partner and disrupting current 90 
38 reported greater relationship quality). The activities to direct energies to build the new 91 
ao results of these studies suggest that gratitude is relationship. The function of companionate 92 
40 associated with noticing the benefactor’s positive love, in contrast, is to foster commitment to 93 
41 qualities and relationship-enhancement, a pro- maintaining an existing relationship to gain 94 
42 cess that Algoe and colleagues (2008) refer to as evolutionary benefits from the partnership 95 
a3 find, remind, and bind. Although the work on (e.g. Gonzaga et al., 2001). 96 
44 gratitude in interpersonal relationships is very Aron and colleagues have been particularly 97 
45 recent, it can serve as a model for investigating interested in the phenomena of intense passion- 98 
46 how other positive emotions function in close ate love, such as that experienced in the begin- 99 
47 relationships. In the next section, we speculate ning of a new relationship (e.g., Aron, Fisher, & 100 
4g on a few of the areas in close relationships that Strong, 2006). The emotion of intense passionate 101 
49 we see as in need of increased empirical and the- love is also associated with noted changes in the 102 
50 oretical attention. self-concept and self-esteem (Aron, Paris,& Aron, 103 
1995) and has been described as consuming and 104 
bias euphoric. The largely positive feelings associated 105 
with the experience of passionate love are sup- 106 
52 Love has always been a popular topic; histori- ported by functional magnetic resonance imaging 107 
53 cally poets, philosophers, and playwrights have studies. This work using fMRI techniques has 108 
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found that passionate love is associated with 
activity in phylogenically old reward and moti- 
vation systems (Aron et al., 2005) 

Whereas passionate love has been primarily 
associated with arousal and reward motivation, 
companionate love has been associated with 
bonding and intimacy (Reis & Aron, 2008). 
Companionate love is a defining feature of com- 
munal relationships—relationships character- 
ized by mutual expectations that each will 
respond to the other’s needs (Clark & Mills, 
1993). Companionate love has also been described 
as an attachment or bond with another and 
is highly predictive of long-term romantic rela- 
tionship satisfaction and maintenance (e.g., 
Huston & Evangelisti, 1991). In summary, 
although research on love has not always enjoyed 
a prominent place in either the public or scien- 
tific community, psychologists have made great 
strides in understanding love (see Aron et al., 
2006 for a comprehensive review). 


Future Directions 


Biological Underpinnings 


As we stated in the beginning of this chapter, 
many studies have found strong links between 
interpersonal relationships and physical health 
(e.g., House et al., 1988). However, investigations 
of the mediators of these links are not as common. 
Specifically, there would be a great deal gained 
from studies that pinpoint the physiological sys- 
tems affected by close relationships. Specifically, 
these studies could focus on the biological pro- 
cesses associated with affiliation and close rela- 
tionships and the role that close relationships 
play in enhancing and protecting health. 
Research on the role that hormones play in 
affiliative behavior in humans has already proven 
fruitful. For example, Bartz and Hollander (2006) 
found that the hormone oxytocin reduces anxi- 
ety and increases trust in others. And, in addition 
to the stress-attenuating affects of oxytocin, 
Taylor (2006) suggests that oxytocin is bio- 
marker of social distress such that it is released 
during strains or problems in social relationships 
and provides momentum to connect or reconnect 
with others. Another example of the potential of 
research on the biological underpinnings of close 
relationship processes is a study that examined 
the brain activity of people under the threat of 
electric shock (Coan, Schaeffer, & Davidson, 
2006). Participants either held the hand of their 
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husband, a male stranger (experimenter), or no 
hand. The results showed attenuated activation 
in the response to threat at the neural level in 
the condition in which women held their 
husband’s hands. Most interestingly, those with 
the highest-quality marriages showed the most 
attenuation. Even holding the stranger’s hand had 
some benefit. Similarly, Master and colleagues 
(2009) recently found that the presence of a 
loved one reduced the perception of physical pain 
in response to a painful stimulation, and even 
viewing a photo of a loved one showed the same 
effect. 

In short, there are many possible mechanisms 
linking close relationships to health and psycho- 
logical well-being. Future research can pinpoint 
how close relationships might have a direct affect 
on health, perhaps by building or strengthening 
certain biological systems. In turn, like the work 
on oxytocin and trust (Taylor, 2006), researchers 
can focus on how fluctuations in these systems 
influence close relationship formation and main- 
tenance. In addition, future research can try 
to understand how close relationships buffer 
(or exacerbate) the negative impact of stress or 
environmental assaults, similar to the work on 
the neural response attenuation associated with 
human touch (Coan et al., 2006). 


Other Positive Emotions 


Although we reviewed recent literature on the 
emotions of love and gratitude here, the role of 
other positive emotions in close relationships 
remains an open question. For example, we see 
great potential in understanding how interest 
and contentment function in close relationships, 
which were described by Fredrickson (1998) as 
examples of positive emotions in her original 
broaden-and-build paper. She and other emotion 
theorists tended to focus on the individual ante- 
cedents and consequences of these two emotions, 
and we would like to consider the relational 
functions of these two emotions. 

Interest? has been described as a feeling of 
wanting to investigate and become involved 
with the target of interest (Fredrickson, 1998). 
Although much of the work on interest has 
been outside the context of close relationships 
(e.g., Kashdan & Silvia, 2009; Silvia & Kashdan, 
2009), it seems like this emotion may be at 
the heart of an important relationship process 
known as “minding” the relationship (Harvey 
and Omarzu; 1997). Minding involves attending 
to and responding to a partner in a manner that 
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ı signifies esteem, and it contributes to a sense of in the literature that hint at their potential con- 53 
2 closeness and satisfaction. Harvey and Omarzu tribution to the understanding of close relation- 54 
3 (1997) argue that minding the relationship is ships and these other processes. One example 55 
4 associated with empathy, shared positive affect, comes froma recent study by Cavallo, Fitzsimons, 56 
5 and a supportive perspective (all important rela- & Holmes (2009). They found that when indi- 57 
6 tional resources, which is consistent with viduals’ close relationships are threatened, it 58 
7 Fredrickson’s functional model). In addition to changes the way they make decisions regarding 59 
s the role that interest may play in relationship risk in non-social domains (e.g., bungee jump- so 
9 maintenance, it likely plays an equally large role ing, white-water rafting). One example is the 61 
10 in relationship formation and initial attraction, work by Feeney (2004) on the role of close rela- s2 
ıı perhaps through the self-expansion processes tionships in individual goal attainment. 63 
ı2 (Aron et al., 1991) described above. Specifically, in both observational and experi- 64 
ı3 Contentment is seen as an emotion that arises mental work, Feeney (2004) found that support- 65 
ı4 when one is certain of safety, and Fredrickson ive responses from close others for disclosure of 66 
ıs (1998) has argued that it leads to savoring and an personal goals predicted increases in the likeli- 67 
16 integration of recent achievements into the self- hood of goal attainment. 68 
ı7 concept. In the context of a close relationship, Finally, ongoing work by Fitzsimons and 69 
ıs this seems particularly important to understand colleagues (e.g., Fitzsimons & Bargh, 2003) on 70 
19 in terms of how interactions with the partner are automatic processes associated with close others 71 
20 integrated into one’s overall representation of has shown that priming the thought of a signifi- 72 
2ı the relationship. In addition, the role of the feel- cant other brings to mind interpersonal 73 
22 ing of safety in the experience of contentment goals that are linked to that significant other 74 
23 calls out for an understanding of links between (e.g, doing well in school to make my mom 75 
24 contentment and the attachment system. proud). These goals are then pursued noncon- 76 
25 Although it is beyond the scope of this chapter to sciously. Conversely, the degree to which others 77 
26 thoroughly review attachment theory, a central help us or hinder us in our goal pursuit influ- 78 
27 tenet of Bowlby’s original theory is that confi- ences our perception of them such that those 79 
28 dent exploration of the environment occurs only who are instrumental to the pursuit of our 80 
29 when attachment needs (i.e., safety and security) personal goals are seen more positively, but sı 
30 have been satisfied (Bowlby, 1969). Thus con- primarily only when we are actively pursuing 82 
31 tentment may be a signal that attachment needs those goals or are reminded of them (eg., 83 
32 have been met and exploration of the environ- Fiztsimons & Shah, 2008). Thus, we feel that 84 
33 ment is prudent. the role of close relationships in processes 85 
such as creativity, flow, and intergroup coopera- 86 
tion is an open question and ripe for future 87 

34 Close Relationships and Other Domains of Life research. 88 
as Research on close relationships clearly shows 

36 that domains of life that lie outside of close rela- Concluding Comments 89 
a7 tionships influence what happens in close rela- 

38 tionships. Work by Repetti and colleagues has The majority of research on close relationships 90 
39 shown for example how daily stressors outside has emphasized the contexts and consequences 91 
40 of the home (e.g., at work) have both immediate of negative processes, such as conflict, criticism, 92 
41 and long-term effects on family relationships betrayal, stress, rejection, social isolation, jeal- 93 
42 (Repetti, Wang, Saxbe, 2009). We suggest that ousy, loneliness, and hostility. We do not intend 94 
43 the final future direction to consider is the flip- to suggest that these areas are not important; 95 
44 side of this; that is the role of close relationships they are important. However, our review has 96 
45 in other life domains of interest to positive psy- hopefully demonstrated the potential impact of 97 
46 chology. Close relationship researchers have studying the positive side of close relationships. 98 
47 largely been interested in interpersonal out- Moreover, a complete understanding of close 99 
48 comes, such as relationship commitment and relationships cannot be achieved without an 100 
49 satisfaction. And researchers interested in other understanding of positive processes like capital- 101 
so processes have not incorporated close relation- ization, social support, and self-expansion. To 102 
51 ships into their thinking. There are, however, achieve this goal, however, there is much work to 103 
s2 excellent examples of these cross-domain studies be done. 104 


17_Sheldon_Chapter-17.indd 275 


10/8/2010 12:12:48 PM 


an uu BQ N 


216 PART VI. 


Notes 


1. Few meaningful gender differences have been found 
in the research on capitalization, thus gender is not dis- 
cussed in the current article. 

2. Other emotions in the emotion family of interest 
include excitement, curiosity, and wonder. 
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Positive Relationship Science: A New 
Frontier for Positive Psychology? 


Nathaniel M. Lambert, Frank D. Fincham, A. Marlea Gwinn 


and Christine A. Ajayi 


Relationship Science: A New Frontier for 
Positive Psychology? 


When an idea is independently noted by multiple 
scholars, it is usually quite apparent that its 
time has come. Such is the case regarding the 
marriage of close relationships and positive psy- 
chology research. The important role of close rela- 
tionships for personal well-being has long been 
documented in the broader psychological litera- 
ture (e.g., Bloom, Asher, & White, 1978; Argyle, 
1987; Proulx, Helms, & Buehler, 2007), a circum- 
stance that the field of positive psychology has 
also recognized. The centrality of relationships to 
individual well-being has been acknowledged 
repeatedly in the positive psychology literature 
with many texts in the field (e.g., Carr, 2004; Ong 
& van Dulmen, 2007; Snyder & Lopez, 2007) 
openly acknowledging that “close relationships 
are essential to well-being” (Diener & Oishi, 2005, 
p. 162). Indeed, in his positive psychology text- 
book, Peterson (2006) states simply that there is a 
“three-word summary of positive psychology: 
Other people matter” (p. 249, italics in original). 
It would therefore seem that the marriage 
between research on close relationships and 
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positive psychology has long been consummated, 
a view that is endorsed by at least some in the 
field (e.g, Caughlin & Huston, in press). 
However, this consummation is more apparent 
than real as the focus in positive psychology 
tends to be on “experience, engagement, and 
personal feelings of well-being. Rather than a 
focus on relationships per se, there is typically 
only a recognition that relationships contribute 
to these goals” (Beach & Fincham, in press). As a 
result, most of the material on relationships in 
positive psychology is usually that found in 
standard textbooks of social psychology. As 
Maniaci & Reis (in press) so aptly note, “positive 
psychologists have paid relatively little attention 
to how strengths, well-being, and human flour- 
ishing may be embedded in relational contexts.” 

In light of the above observations, it is not sur- 
prising that explicit attempts to develop a positive 
psychology of close relationships are relatively 
recent (e.g., Fincham & Beach, in press; Reis & 
Gable, 2003). Indeed, these efforts have culmi- 
nated in the call for establishing close relation- 
ships to constitute the fourth pillar of positive 
psychology (Fincham & Beach, in press), a senti- 
ment well-received by the field as evidenced by 
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Seligman’s endorsement of this view at the first 
World Congress on Positive Psychology. 

Yet some researchers have found that negative 
life experiences tend to bear more weight than 
positive experiences (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, 
Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001), and the study of neg- 
ative relationship processes, especially destruc- 
tive conflict, has dominated the literature on 
prototypic close relationships such as marriage 
(see Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000). Why 
then advocate for positive relationship processes 
to be emphasized? Although negative experi- 
ences may be more salient, positive experiences 
occur much more frequently. More specifically, 
estimates from studies of daily experiences con- 
servatively place the ratio at about three positive 
to every negative event (Gable & Haidt, 2005). 
Moreover, positive and negative affect have been 
conceptualized as different dimensions, and each 
appears to have distinct neural processes (e.g., 
the amygdala in negative affect, Irwin et al., 
1996; the dopaminergic pathways in positive 
affect, Hoebel, Rada, Mark & Pothos, 1999). It is 
therefore not surprising to find evidence that 
positive affect can be seen as critical to individual 
and relationship flourishing (Frederickson & 
Losada, 2005, identify positivity ratios above 
about 3 to 1 and below about 11 to 1 as ones that 
humans need to flourish). For example, Gable, 
Gonzaga, and Strachman (2006) showed that 
responses to positive rather than negative events 
tend to be better predictors of relationship well- 
being. Thus, a complete picture of the role of 
close relationships in human functioning cannot 
emerge from the study of negative relationship 
processes alone (for more complete discussion, 
see Fincham & Beach, in press). 

The current chapter thus joins an ongoing 
effort to establish a positive relationship science 
(PRS). It has a twofold objective: (1) to capture 
the current status of research on the proposed 
fourth pillar by briefly reviewing research on 
positive constructs likely to facilitate relation- 
ship flourishing and (2) to make specific recom- 
mendations for improving the quality of research 
in this realm and in positive psychology more 
generally. 


Current Status of Research: Can We 
Bank on It? 


Early on, psychologists studying marital behav- 
ior found that distressed couples contingently 
exchanged behavior but that “lack of reciprocity 
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in the context of high positive exchange” 
(Gottman et al., 1976, p. 21) characterized hap- 
pily married couples. That is, happy spouses 
functioned in accordance with a bank account 
model. In a popular book, Seven Habits of Highly 
Effective People, Covey (1989) compared human 
relationships to bank accounts, positing that we 
are constantly making deposits or withdrawals 
from each relationship account. He argued that 
keeping a positive reserve by making regular 
deposits helped buffer negative behavior in the 
relationship. This metaphor of emotional capital 
is helpful in thinking about a positive psychol- 
ogy of relationships and hence we use it to high- 
light constructs that contribute to such capital. 


Why Daily Relationship Deposits Matter 


As noted earlier, there are approximately three 
positive experiences to every negative experi- 
ence (Gable & Haidt, 2005). This would suggest 
that—in stark contrast to actual bank accounts 
that are fraught with frequent withdrawals— 
there are typically far more deposits (or at least 
opportunities for deposits) in relationship bank 
accounts than there are withdrawals. Thus, the 
study of how daily relationship deposits are 
made and under what circumstances these depos- 
its are most valued is an important priority for 
positive psychology researchers. 

Although they may seem mundane, the 
opportunities to make regular positive deposits 
through daily interactions are abundant. Daily 
positive interactions have important implica- 
tions for positive affect, intimacy, and health 
symptoms. For example, participants had higher 
levels of positive affect not only if they disclosed 
a positive daily event but also if their partner 
disclosed a mundane positive event (Hicks & 
Diamond, 2008). Additionally, self-disclosure 
and perceived partner responsiveness in daily 
social interactions play a role in intimacy (Lin & 
Huang, 2006). People are also happier and expe- 
rience fewer negative health symptoms when 
they feel understood in daily social interactions 
(Lun, Kesebir, & Oishi, 2008). Finally, accumu- 
lated positive deposits should provide a buffer 
against later withdrawals that are inherent in 
every relationship. 

An individual’s perception of his or her part- 
ner is largely contingent on specific interactions. 
These daily interactions provide many opportu- 
nities for deposits or withdrawals. To illustrate 
further the potential influence of daily interac- 
tion deposits on relationships, we will describe 
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research that has been done on intimacy, capital- 
ization, gratitude, and forgiveness. Then we will 
discuss some evidence on how an accumulation 
of such daily relationship deposits seems to pro- 
vide a buffer against the impact of conflict. 


Intimacy 


Daily deposits are critical for building intimacy. 
Intimacy has been positively correlated with 
individual need fulfillment (Prager & Buhrmester, 
1998), marital satisfaction (Patrick, Sells, 
Giordano & Tollerud, 2007), and well-being (e.g., 
Waltz & Badura, 1987; Prager & Buhrmester, 
1998). Conversely, deficiencies in marital inti- 
macy are correlated with a higher severity of 
depression (Waring & Patton, 1984). 

With regard to intimacy, disclosure and 
responsiveness in daily interactions are para- 
mount. In fact, using daily diary methods, 
Laurenceau, Rovine, and Barrett (2005) found 
that the relationship between partner disclosure 
and intimacy seems to be mediated by perceived 
partner response. Enthusiastic positive responses 
(which will be expanded upon in a later section) 
are positively correlated with levels of intimacy 
(Gable, Reis, Impett, & Asher, 2004). This effect 
of partner response on intimacy goes beyond the 
response itself. Specifically, responses that were 
perceived by the participants to be intentionally 
hurtful had more of a distancing effect on their 
relationship than responses that were uninten- 
tionally hurtful (Vangelisti & Young, 2000). 
Another study suggests that males’ disclosure 
and empathetic responses predicted their feel- 
ings of intimacy, while women’s feelings of inti- 
macy were predicted by their partners’ displays 
of these actions (Mitchell, Castellani, Herrington, 
Joseph, Doss, & Snyder, 2008). These studies 
imply that daily interactions can provide a means 
of daily deposits that contribute specifically to 
intimacy and the relationship bank account as a 
whole. 


Capitalization 


There is evidence that between 60 and 80 percent 
of the time, people disclose their most positive 
daily experience (Gable, Reis, Impett, & Asher, 
2004; Gable & Maisel, 2008). Thus, responding 
in an appropriate manner to a relationship part- 
ner’s good news could be one of the most preva- 
lent opportunities to make a deposit in a 
relationship bank account; therefore, most people 
are presented the chance to enhance or dampen 
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levels of relationship satisfaction almost every 
day. In fact, even though past research has 
focused on the importance of partners’ responses 
to negative events, responses to positive events 
tend to be better predictors of relationship well- 
being (Gable & Gonzaga, 2006). 

A person’s response to the good news of 
another person has been termed capitalization, 
and the most effective response is an active- 
constructive one (e.g., “enthusiastic support”), 
which has been found to be positively correlated 
with commitment, satisfaction, intimacy, and 
trust (Gable, Reis, Impett, & Asher, 2004). 
Conversely, active-destructive (“quashing the 
event”) and passive-destructive (“ignoring the 
event”) responses as well as passive-construction 
(“quiet, understated support”) responses have 
been related to negative relationship outcomes. 
The research on capitalization demonstrates the 
need for humans to feel genuinely cared about 
and supported by their partner during daily 
interactions (Gable, Reis, Impett, & Asher, 2004). 
Assessment of how individuals respond to the 
good news of their partner can tell us a lot about 
the daily deposits and withdrawals that are being 
made to and from the relationship bank account. 


Gratitude 


Gratitude is a construct that has received consid- 
erable attention from positive psychologists (e.g., 
Emmons & Crumpler, 2000). Building on this 
work, relationship researchers have now recog- 
nized that expressing gratitude on a regular basis 
is another means by which positive deposits may 
be made into relationship bank accounts. In a 
recent study, participants were randomly 
assigned to write about daily events, express 
gratitude to a partner, discuss a positive memory 
with a partner, or think grateful thoughts about 
a partner twice a week for three weeks. At the 
end of the three weeks, those assigned to the 
expression of gratitude in relationships condi- 
tion reported higher positive regard for their 
partner (a friend) and more comfort voicing rela- 
tionship concerns than did those in the other 
conditions, even when controlling for the base- 
line scores of these variables and frequency of 
participation in the intervention. In addition, 
positive regard mediated the relationship 
between condition and comfort in voicing rela- 
tionship concerns (Lambert & Fincham, 2009). 
Furthermore, those assigned to express gratitude 
to a friend reported greater perceived communal 
strength (e.g., caring, willingness to sacrifice, etc.) 
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than participants in all control conditions (Lambert, 
Clark, Durtschi, Fincham, & Graham, in press). 
These studies indicate that expressing gratitude 
to a partner is an important way by which indi- 
viduals make positive relationship deposits. 


Forgiveness 


Potentially more controversial is forgiving a 
partner transgression as a means of making 
deposits in the relationship bank account. This is 
because forgiveness has a potential dark side. For 
example, among newlyweds, McNulty (2008) 
found frequency of partner negative behavior 
moderated the effect of forgiveness: more for- 
giveness led to a lower decline in satisfaction, but 
only for spouses married to partners who infre- 
quently engaged in negative behavior and that 
among spouses married to partners who fre- 
quently engaged in negative behavior, increased 
forgiveness appeared to be harmful over time. In 
a similar vein, forgiving domestic violence is 
potentially dangerous because women in domes- 
tic violence shelters who were more forgiving 
were more likely to form an intention to return 
to their partner (Gordon, Burton & Porter, 2004). 
Our view of such findings is that they result 
largely from laypersons confusing forgiveness 
with condoning and/or reconciliation (see Kearns 
& Fincham, 2005). 

When properly understood, forgiveness is 
robustly and positively related to core relation- 
ship constructs such as relationship satisfaction 
(e.g., Fincham, 2000; Paleari, Regalia, & Fincham, 
2003) and commitment (e.g., Finkel, Rusbult, 
Kumashiro, & Hannon, 2002; Karremans & 
VanLange, 2008). In each case, there are data to 
suggest that the association may be bidirectional 
(e.g., Fincham & Beach, 2007;Tsang, McCullough, 
and Fincham, 2006). 

Unresolved conflict provides a potential mech- 
anism that links forgiveness and relationship sat- 
isfaction. Specifically, it can be argued that 
transgressions that are not forgiven may spill 
over into future conflicts and, in turn, impede 
their resolution, thereby putting the couple at 
risk of developing the negative cycle of interac- 
tion that characterizes distressed relationships. 
Supporting this line of reasoning, lack of forgive- 
ness is linked to ineffective conflict resolution 
(Fincham, Beach, & Davila, 2004). Moreover, for 
wives, forgiveness predicted husbands’ reports of 
better conflict resolution 12 months later, con- 
trolling for initial levels of conflict resolution and 
degree of hurt (Fincham, Beach, & Davila, 2007). 
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It is telling that the search for a mechanism 
linking forgiveness to relationship satisfaction 
involves the negative. This is because an explicit 
link to positive psychology has not been made, 
an omission that this chapter seeks to rectify. 
Making such a link immediately draws attention 
to constructs such as empathy and humility as 
potential mediators. In any event, forgiveness 
appears to be a powerful means of building emo- 
tional capital in the relationship. 


Accumulated Positive Deposits and 
Conflict Management 


The level of positive deposits in the relationship 
account should affect conflict management and 
how much of a withdrawal is made during an 
argument. There is evidence to support this sug- 
gestion. Some research indicates that a husband's 
levels of enthusiasm in everyday marital inter- 
actions was correlated with his wife’s affection in 
the midst of conflict, and that the husband’s 
playful bids during a neutral interaction pre- 
dicted couple’s humor during conflict (Driver & 
Gottman, 2004). Another study found that posi- 
tive behavior during conflict is important for 
predicting changes in satisfaction attributable to 
negative behavior (Johnson, Cohan, & Davila 
et al., 2005). Furthermore, in an earlier study, 
Gottman and Levinson (1992) found that couples 
rated as having higher positive affect (compared 
with couples displaying lower positive affect) 
reported (a) marital problems as less severe (at 
Time 1); (b) higher marital satisfaction (Time 1 
and Time 2); (c) better physical health (Time 2); 
(d) less negative ratings for interactions; (e) less 
negative emotional expression; (f) more positive 
emotional expression; (g) less stubbornness and 
withdrawal from interaction; (h) less defensive- 
ness; and (i) less risk for marital dissolution 
(lower marital satisfaction and higher incidence 
of consideration of dissolution and of actual sep- 
aration). Finally, Janicki et al. (2006) showed that 
the intensity of contemporaneously recorded, 
everyday conflictual interactions with the spouse 
predicted marital satisfaction but did not do so 
when positive partner interactions were also 
considered (conflict frequency was unrelated 
to marital satisfaction). Thus, positive partner 
behaviors and a store of positive deposits seem to 
affect the degree to which withdrawals are made 
during a conflict, which would contribute to the 
overall level of emotional capital. 

The positive relationship bank likely matters 
so much because in intimate relationships we 
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voluntarily make ourselves most vulnerable to 
another human being. We do so by linking the 
realization of our needs, aspirations, and hopes to 
the goodwill of a relationship partner. Rendering 
ourselves vulnerable in this way is a double- 
edged sword. It makes possible the profound 
sense of well-being that can be experienced in 
close relationships. At the same time, the imper- 
fection of any partner means that hurt or injury 
is inevitable, and when it occurs, the hurt is par- 
ticularly poignant precisely because we have 
made ourselves vulnerable. It is therefore per- 
haps not surprising that ongoing injury (e.g., 
chronic conflict) takes a toll physiologically and 
is related to general responses (e.g., immuno- 
logical down-regulation and pro-inflammatory 
responding, Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 2005) as well as 
specific disorders (e.g., congestive heart failure, 
Coyne et al., 2001). 

Critique. In this critique we offer an answer to 
the question posed in the section heading. No, 
we cannot bank on building a Positive 
Relationship Science (PRS) by simply continu- 
ing with research like that reviewed thus far. The 
above review is far from complete, but it suffices 
to illustrate some serious conceptual problems. 
One critical issue concerns the boundary between 
the positive and the negative. Any PRS must 
necessarily define the positive, a more difficult 
task than it first appears to be. As Maniaci and 
Reis (in press) point out, nearly all relational 
activities (e.g., forgiveness, social support, con- 
flict) can lead to positive or negative outcomes 
depending on how they unfold and the context 
in which they do so. As a consequence, these 
authors question the wisdom of defining pro- 
cesses in terms of whether they are beneficial 
or harmful to the relationship. This critique 
applies more generally to positive psychology, 
as accepted virtues such as generosity are not 
inexorably positive and can be manifest in ways 
that are harmful to the individual. 

For example, a study by McNulty, O’Mara, 
& Karney (2008) well illustrates this point. 
The process of benevolent cognitions (making 
positive attributions or disengaging global eval- 
uations of the relationship from negative experi- 
ences) might be expected to have very positive 
effects on a relationship. Indeed, at Time 1 
benevolent cognitions were positively related to 
relationship satisfaction, and such a strategy 
continued to benefit healthier marriages four 
years later. However, benevolent cognitions pre- 
dicted steeper declines in satisfaction among 
more troubled marriages, as spouses allowed 
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problems to worsen over time. The authors sug- 
gest that this highly touted strategy for improv- 
ing relationships may be harmful for some, as it 
could decrease their motivation to address prob- 
lems directly. Thus, context matters. What may 
be helpful for certain types of couples may be 
harmful for others. 

On a related note, oftentimes the tendency of 
researchers is to empirically measure and ana- 
lyze positive and negative variables as if they are 
two points on one continuum. Eagly and Chaiken 
(1993) suggested that “social scientists typically 
assess people’s attitudes by placing them on a 
bipolar evaluative continuum” (p. 90). In fact, 
attitudes “are largely treated as unidimensional 
summary statements” even though they are 
often considered to be multidimensional 
(Thompson, Zanna, & Griffin, 1995, p. 362). In 
the realm of relationships, Fincham and Linfield 
(1997) provided evidence that the common con- 
ception of relationship satisfaction as a bipolar 
construct is incomplete. They used confirmatory 
factor analysis to demonstrate that separate pos- 
itive and negative dimensions exist, which they 
then used to define a two-dimensional space. The 
authors then identified ambivalent (high positive 
and high negative) as well as indifferent (low- 
positive and low-negative) relationship types 
and showed that even though they were indis- 
tinguishable in (bipolar) marital satisfaction, 
they differed in important ways. Mattson, 
Paldino, and Johnson (2007), using the two- 
dimensional measure developed by Fincham and 
Linfield (1997), found that it captured well the 
relationship quality of engaged couples and 
accounted for unique variability in observed 
behavior and attributions. Thus, researchers in 
positive psychology should avoid the temptation 
to treat positive or negative constructs as two 
points on one continuum. The research evidence 
points to much greater complexity. 

A final, important concern is that a collection 
of positively valenced constructs does not a PRS 
make, no matter how intensively they are stud- 
ied. A general criticism of positive psychology is 
that it lacks a set of organizing principles, and the 
same can be said of the emerging PRS. If it is to 
avoid this criticism, PRS needs to develop in a 
more integrative, theory-driven manner than 
hitherto. Attachment theory has had a profound 
impact on relationship research, so it is not sur- 
prising that Lopez (2009) builds on Mikulincer 
and Shaver’s (2005) suggestion that attachment 
security become “a theoretical foundation for a 
positive social psychology” (p. 233) by identifying 
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it as “the relational scaffolding of positive psy- 
chology” (Lopez, 2009, p. 405). Certainly there is 
much merit to such a view, though other candi- 
dates such as self-expansion theory (Aron, Aron, 
Tudor, & Nelson, 1991) and Reis and Gable’s 
(2003) analysis of appetitive and avoidance moti- 
vational systems in relationships should not be 
overlooked. 


The Future: Rigor and Diversity 


Added to the knotty conceptual problems identi- 
fied are critical methodological issues that have 
important implications for our understanding of 
positive processes in relationships. These also 
need to be attended to in building a viable PRS. 
The majority of past research on relationships 
has focused exclusively on only one member of 
the dyad, which provides an incomplete picture 
of what is going on in the relationship. Increased 
use of appropriate dyadic data analysis proce- 
dures would greatly enhance what is known 
about positive relationship deposits. Also, over- 
reliance on cross-sectional designs, or experi- 
mental designs with weak controls, plagues past 
research. We make several specific suggestions 
for improving the rigor of study designs. Finally, 
past research has relied almost entirely on self- 
report data, so we provide examples of using 
implicit measures and observational data. 


Rigor in Analysis 


The vast majority of the studies on positive rela- 
tionship processes have focused exclusively on 
one member of the relationship. To analyze the 
interactions between individuals nested within 
couples, the Actor-Partner Interdependence 
Model (APIM) uses the dyad as the unit of anal- 
ysis (Kenny, 1990, 1996; Kenny & Cook, 1999; 
Kenny, Kashy, Cook, & Simpson, 2006). This 
type of statistical procedure is important because 
most frequently only one partner’s responses 
has been taken into consideration and the other 
partner’s response is either left out or is not ana- 
lyzed appropriately. To truly understand dyadic 
relationships, these types of procedures need 
to be used more regularly. APIM is a mixed- 
models approach in which data from two dyad 
members are treated as nested scores within the 
same group. This model suggests that a partici- 
pant’s independent variable score affects both his 
or her own dependent variable score (actor effect) 
as well as the dependent variable of his or her 
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partner (partner effect). The APIM analysis is an 
important advance, as traditional methods do not 
take into account both actor and partner effects 
on dependent variables. This information is obvi- 
ously critical for an accurate assessment of the 
relationship bank account. 

Use of the APIM is fast becoming routine in 
relationship research and provides a healthy cor- 
rective to past practices in which interdepen- 
dency in relationship data was not recognized, 
was ignored (both can lead to inaccurate esti- 
mates of standard errors, incorrect degrees of 
freedom, and improper effect sizes), or was dealt 
with in non-optimal ways (e.g., use of couple 
average scores, which due to the extreme score 
of one member may not be an accurate reflection 
of the couple). Positive psychologists who wish 
to contribute to the “fourth pillar” will thus 
have to add the APIM to their skill set. A useful 
introduction full of practical (“how to”) advice 
is provided by Ackerman, Donnellan & Kashy 
(in press). However, this will not be sufficient, 
for besides including the partner in an appropri- 
ate analysis strategy, there are several other 
things that need to be done to improve rigor 
so that we may find out more about what 
activities make a contribution to positive daily 
deposits. 


Rigor in Study Designs 


Much of the research done in positive psychol- 
ogy has utilized a cross-sectional design, which is 
not particularly useful if trying to assess the rela- 
tionship bank account, as tracking the accumula- 
tion of daily deposits over time is central to 
understanding the current emotional capital in 
the relationship. Also, these types of designs do 
little to expand knowledge about the interrela- 
tionship between variables, as they reflect only 
one instance in time (limiting knowledge about 
the direction of effects), do not allow for causal 
inferences to be drawn (because of the lack of 
experimental design), and there is often no exam- 
ination of why the variables are related (through 
mediators) or for whom and under what condi- 
tions they are related (using moderators). 
Longitudinal designs provide stronger infor- 
mation about the direction of effects and help us 
to begin to understand the effects of the accumu- 
lated deposits over time. Such designs should be 
used more frequently in positive psychology. 
Of course, there is also a need for more studies 
using experimental designs. However, in several 
cases, even when an experimental design is used, 


10/8/2010 12:14:55 PM 


51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 


79 


80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 


oO DOAN DH BQN KS 


qi n qr qr ern qr pA RR DR RRA RRwWWWWWWwWWwWWNNNNNNNNNNKRB BP BB ee ee E 
ORWNFOUWKUANDAUARWNF THO AN AU RS NAR DOO ANA QI BQ NR 6$ e AN AU BQ NR ®9 


286 PART VI. 


it may not be particularly informative if rigorous 
control conditions are absent. For example, if a 
researcher is attempting to demonstrate the 
effect of gratitude journaling on depression and 
the control condition is to write about daily news 
reports (which are predominantly negative), 
then it may not be surprising nor informative 
that gratitude journaling had an effect on depres- 
sion when compared to such a control condition. 
Positive psychologists should consider designs 
that control for other positive alternative expla- 
nations to the phenomenon of interest as well 
as mood. 

For example, in a recent study (Lambert et al., 
in press) we wanted to test whether expressing 
gratitude to a relationship partner increased the 
expresser’s sense of communal strength, defined 
as the degree of felt responsibility for a partner’s 
welfare (Mills, Clark, Ford, & Johnson, 2004). We 
proposed that simply thinking grateful thoughts 
about a partner would not have the same effect 
as expressing gratitude to a partner. In order to 
rigorously test the hypothesis, we used a four- 
condition journal study design, collecting pre- 
and post-test reports of participants’ communal 
strength. We found that even when controlling 
for baseline scores of communal strength, those 
who had expressed gratitude to their partner 
reported higher perceived communal strength 
than those who (a) wrote about daily activities, 
(b) wrote about grateful thoughts, or (c) had 
positive interactions with their partner. 

In this study we were attempting to 
demonstrate how one positive construct— 
gratitude—may build upon another positive 
construct—perceived communal strength. Includ- 
ing a truly neutral referent condition can aid in 
providing a comparison group necessary to dem- 
onstrate the effect of the target variable. Including 
positive control conditions, however, such as the 
grateful thoughts condition and the positive 
interaction condition, helped rule out the poten- 
tial confound that naturally occurring covariance 
between positive constructs was producing an 
artificial or inflated result. Also, such rigorous 
controls provide a test of whether the target 
independent variable has specific, unique effects 
on the target dependent variable. 

Finally, there is a shortage of studies in posi- 
tive psychology that include questions of “how” 
and “why” (through mediators) or that answer 
questions of “for whom” or “under what condi- 
tions” (through moderators). Once the main 
effect of one variable on another is demonstrated, 
further attempts should be made to determine 
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why. For example, in the first study of our 
research on prayer (Lambert, Fincham, Stillman, 
Graham, & Beach, 2010), we established a link 
between praying for one’s partner and forgive- 
ness of that partner. Our next step was to provide 
data on mechanisms that could explain the con- 
nection between prayer and forgiveness. We 
hypothesized that praying for benefits for a spe- 
cific individual increased one’s general sense of 
selfless concern for others, and this increase in 
selfless concern mediated the effect of experi- 
mental condition on increased forgiveness. 
To test our hypothesis, we conducted a journal 
study in which the design very closely resembled 
the one described earlier in that it included 
two positive activities that might have served as 
confounds. 

We found that praying for the well-being of a 
friend and being a positive aspect of the friend's 
life had an effect on forgiveness even when 
compared to the rigorous control conditions 
of undirected prayer and thinking positive 
thoughts about the friend. Praying for a friend 
also increased a general sense of selfless concern 
for others, which mediated the relationship 
between praying for a friend and forgiveness. 
Examining this mediator provided helpful infor- 
mation as to why praying for one’s partner 
increases forgiveness. Identification of mecha- 
nisms accounting for phenomena should enhance 
the explanatory power of studies in positive 
psychology. 

In sum, increased rigor points to the need for 
more longitudinal research (yielding informa- 
tion on duration and direction of effects), more 
positive control conditions to experiments (to 
test the unique contribution of a specific inde- 
pendent variable), and increased investigation of 
mediators and moderators (providing answers to 
questions like “why,” “how,” “for whom,” and 
“under what conditions”). Although making 
such improvements will significantly raise the 
bar for research in positive psychology and 
should help us discover under what conditions 
positive deposits may be most helpful for a rela- 
tionship, further steps should be taken to over- 
come the limitations of self-report data that is 
omnipresent in positive psychology. 


Diversity: Overcoming the Limitations of 
Self-Report Data 


The limitations of self-report have been exten- 
sively documented (e.g., see Stone et al., 2000) 
and include impression management, motivated 
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distortion, and the limits of self-awareness 
(Fincham & Rogge, in press). We focus on 
impression management, which is the tendency 
of individuals to present themselves in a favor- 
able light or to respond in a socially desirable 
manner (Reynolds, 1982). This is a serious source 
of bias in any research, but especially for the 
field of positive psychology because all, or nearly 
all, of the constructs we study are socially desir- 
able, and people want to portray themselves 
favorably. This results in an inflated covariance 
between variables due to the shared variance 
with social desirability. 

In marital research, Edmonds (1967) created 
the Marital Conventionalization Scale, which 
contains items that describe the marriage in an 
impossibly positive light, portraying it as “per- 
fect” and “meeting my every need.” It correlates 
strongly (in the. 50 to .73 range) with numerous 
measures of marital adjustment and satisfaction 
(Fowers & Applegate, 1996). Edmonds (1967) 
argued that the social desirability bias in 
responses to assessment of marital satisfaction 
was unconscious and unintended and therefore 
involved “fooling oneself rather than fooling 
others” (Edmonds, 1967, p. 682). 

In our research on young adult romantic rela- 
tionships, we noticed a ceiling effect in which 
most students report their relationship satisfac- 
tion at the high end of the scale. An average sat- 
isfaction score in our sample has often been a 
score of six on a seven-point scale. Of course 
we recognize that young adults likely are more 
satisfied with their romantic relationships than 
couples at other stages of life, due in part to 
the novelty of the relationship and lack of con- 
straints (e.g., having to provide, the responsibil- 
ity of caring for children, etc.). Nonetheless, 
there is some social pressure (e.g., Fowers & 
Applegate, 1996) to report a great deal of satis- 
faction in one’s relationship, regardless of life 
stage. 

Researchers in the field of positive psychology 
should, at a minimum, include measures of social 
desirability in their battery of measures and con- 
trol for this tendency in analyses. However help- 
ful including such measures may be, there are 
even better and more rigorous ways to overcome 
the limitations of self-report. We describe three 
alternatives to typical self-report measures and 
include examples of implementing such tech- 
niques in our own studies on relationships. These 
include the need for (1) implicit measures, 
(2) behavioral measures, and (3) observational 
methods. 


18_Sheldon_Chapter-18.indd 287 


® 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


POSITIVE RELATIONSHIP SCIENCE 287 


Need for Implicit Measures of Positive 
Relationships 


Implicit measures aim to assess attitudes (or 
constructs) that respondents may not be willing 
to report directly, or of which they may not even 
be aware. Such measures provide an assessment 
of the construct of interest without having to ask 
directly for a verbal report, and they are there- 
fore likely to be free of social desirability biases 
(Fincham & Rogge, in press). 

Given the ceiling effect that we observed in 
self-reported relationship satisfaction, we saw 
the need to create an implicit measure of rela- 
tionship satisfaction. Cognizant of Fazio and 
Olson’s (2003, p. 303) observation that modern 
implicit measures that assess constructs without 
directly asking about them are, in this regard, no 
different from “earlier proposals regarding pro- 
jective methods,” we were prompted to think 
quite literally about projective techniques. As a 
result, we presented participants with a blank 
sheet of paper, some colored pencils, and the fol- 
lowing instructions: “Please draw a picture with 
(a) a house, (b) a tree (c) a car, and (d) two people 
who represent you and your partner. You may 
draw them in any way you like, but you must 
include the above items. Please label the figure 
that represents you as ‘me’ and the one that rep- 
resents your partner as ‘partner’” Research 
assistants then measured the distance between 
the necks of two depicted partners and recorded 
them in millimeters. One distinct advantage to 
the way this measure is administered is that 
there is no social pressure or apparent reason 
why individuals should draw themselves closer 
to or further from their partner. Also, partici- 
pants remain unaware that we are measuring the 
distance between the necks and of course are not 
privy to any of the implications that we have 
found regarding distance between necks. 

As it turns out, the distance between the necks 
is predictive of several important indicators of 
relationship well-being. Across three samples 
there was good evidence of convergent validity. 
For example, neck distance correlated signifi- 
cantly with relationship satisfaction, as well as 
with the likeability of the partner and commit- 
ment to him/her. The neck distance measure pre- 
dicted a number of relevant variables four weeks 
later over and beyond relationship satisfaction 
and initial level of the variable predicted. The 
variables thus predicted included expression 
of appreciation, commitment to partner, likeabil- 
ity of partner, intimacy, mattering, perceived 
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relationship maintenance efforts of the partner, 
and perceived commitment of partner. Finally, 
the “neck measure” may also foretell extrady- 
adic sexual behavior and how safe a person feels 
in the relationship (p < .06 in each case). Other 
studies have demonstrated the validity of this 
measure, as neck distance has consistently been 
positively correlated with relationship satisfac- 
tion and other indicators of well-being. Using or 
developing such implicit measures to assess con- 
structs important to positive psychologists is 
essential for future research. 


Need for Behavioral Measures 


Our aforementioned journal studies utilized a 
longitudinal design, included rigorous controls, 
and tested for mechanisms. However, the studies 
were limited by exclusive use of self-report data. 
Thus, we perceived the need to obtain a behav- 
ioral measure of forgiveness that was free from 
some of the limitations of self-report data that 
we have previously discussed. To do so, we 
needed to create a transgression that would be 
the same across participants and then provide 
some type of quantifiable activity related to for- 
giveness that participants could engage in fol- 
lowing the supposed “transgression.” Having 
already collected the “neck measure,” we decided 
to make further use of that activity. Thus, upon 
completion of their drawings, participants were 
told that the purpose of the task was to assess 
creativity and that their partner would rate their 
drawing on a scale of “1—not at all creative” to 
“5—extremely creative.” The research assistant 
took each participant’s drawing as if to give to 
the partner to rate. 

A few minutes later, the research assistant 
returned with an envelope containing the sup- 
posed feedback rating of their partner and said, 
“T thought you might be interested to see how 
your partner rated your picture; it’s here in this 
envelope. I'll let you go ahead and look at your 
partner’s rating of your drawing, and then I need 
you to do a short task for a different study.” All 
participants were then handed the false rating 
sheet with the number “1—not at all creative” 
circled, as if by their partner. They also received 
instructions for a three-minute activity that varied 
based on their condition, which they completed 
after having looked at the false rating supposedly 
by their partner. Then, depending on the group to 
which they were randomly assigned, participants 
either prayed for their partner or wrote a response 
to a philosophical religious question. 
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Following the manipulation, participants 
engaged in the prisoner dilemma game in which 
they believe they are playing a game with their 
partner and are required to decide to “cooperate 
with” or “antagonize” their partner for a speci- 
fied amount of points. In actuality, the partici- 
pants were playing against the computer, which 
simulates the partner by providing the same 
responses to all participants. The number of 
“cooperative” choices was summed, and, in this 
case, those participants who prayed for their 
partner demonstrated more cooperative 
responses during the game (Lambert et al., 2010). 
This is simply one example of a behavioral mea- 
sure that could be implemented as part of a study 
design. This type of measure provides evidence 
that ought to be much less subject to social desir- 
ability and limits of self-awareness. 


Need for Observational Data 


Numerous marital studies have utilized observa- 
tion of couple interaction and analyzed observ- 
ers” coding of positive affect (among other 
things). The rigor demonstrated by these meth- 
ods needs to be extended to other areas of posi- 
tive relationship research as well as to positive 
psychology in general. Furthermore, observa- 
tional methods should be more frequently uti- 
lized in evaluating the efficacy of positive 
relationship interventions, as this level of rigor 
has rarely been applied to experimental tests 
of factors that positively affect relationships. To 
illustrate the potential usefulness of observa- 
tional coding, we further describe some of our 
prayer research. 

In a recent study (Fincham, Lambert & Beach, 
in press), we assigned one group of participants 
to say a daily prayer for their partner and another 
group to think positive thoughts about their 
partner for four weeks. At the conclusion of the 
four weeks, participants returned to the labora- 
tory with their original partner, where they were 
seated with their partner in front of a video 
camera. The following question was posed to the 
study participants: “Please describe the short- or 
long-term future of your relationship with your 
partner.” The videotaped responses to this ques- 
tion were coded by a group of five trained research 
assistants blind to study hypotheses. After watch- 
ing the participants’ response to this question, 
the research assistants coded their response based 
the on the question, “How would you rate the 
commitment that the participant demonstrated 
to the partner during this interaction?” on a scale 
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from 1=“Notatall committed” to 7 =“Extremely 
committed.” Our hypothesis was supported as 
comparisons revealed higher objective reports 
of commitment for those in the prayer for part- 
ner condition than among those in the positive 
thought condition. These results indicate that 
the effect of praying for one’s partner on com- 
mitment is apparent even to objective observers. 
Again, this is just one example illustrating the 
usefulness of observed behavior. 

In sum, by increasing the use of implicit mea- 
sures, behavioral measures, and observational 
methods, researchers of positive relationship 
processes may greatly improve the quality and 
contribution of their research. And use of such 
methods will provide a more objective under- 
standing of a couple’s relationship bank account. 


Conclusion 


To summarize, relationships have now been 
acknowledged as the fourth pillar in positive 
psychology. As a result, there has been a recent 
uptick in the amount of research that has been 
done on positive relationship processes. To truly 
understand the nature and status of relationships 
and the accumulated emotional capital that 
exists, we need to examine the daily deposits and 
withdrawals into and out of the relationship 
bank account. To provide an accurate assessment 
of the accumulation of deposits and withdrawals, 
data from both partners in the relationship dyad 
need to be included in analysis. In addition, 
the quality of research in this area and in the 
realm of positive psychology generally could be 
improved by implementing more rigorous study 
designs and by going beyond traditional self- 
report data. As positive psychologists enter the 
field of close relationship research, there is the 
potential not only to enrich the relationship lit- 
erature but also to enhance the credibility and 
scientific contribution of positive psychology 
research more generally. 
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Coaching and Positive Psychology 


Anthony M. Grant and Michael J. Cavanagh 


The past decade has seen the use of coaching in 
personal, health, workplace, and executive set- 
tings grow from a relatively novel (and some- 
what derided methodology) to a mainstream 
activity in business organizations and health set- 
tings worldwide. Recently, the annual revenue 
expended on corporate coaching has been esti- 
mated to be at US$1.5 billion, with approxi- 
mately 30,000 professional coaches globally 
(International Coach Federation, 2006). The UK 
CharteredInstituteofPersonneland Development 
reports that 88% of UK organizations use coach- 
ing (Jarvis, Lane, & Fillery-Travis, 2005). In 
Australia, 64% of business leaders and 72% of 
senior managers report using coaches, with 96% 
rating the experience as beneficial (Leadership 
Management Australia, 2006). The use of health 
coaching in medical settings for helping patients 
recover from physical illness has also signifi- 
cantly grown (Newham-Kanas, Goreznski, 
Morrow, & Irwin, 2009), and personal coaching 
is being increasingly used as a means of enhanc- 
ing psychological well-being in addition to goal 
attainment (Grant, 2007). 

The recent growth of coaching and coaching 
psychology parallels the development of the 
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positive psychology movement. The core princi- 
ples and foci of interest of positive psychology 
are evidenced throughout the history of philoso- 
phy and psychology. However, it was only in the 
latter 1990s that psychologists and behavioral 
scientists explicitly articulated an agenda for a 
sub-discipline of psychology that focused atten- 
tion on sources of psychological health, well- 
being, and the scientific study of the factors that 
enable individuals, organizations, and communi- 
ties to flourish and thrive (see for example the 
Akumal Manifesto, 1999 and Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Similarly, although 
methodologies for helping individuals reach 
their goals and fulfill their personal potential had 
long been in existence in therapeutic and non- 
therapeutic domains, it was only during the 
latter 1990s that coaching began to emerge as 
a popular human change methodology. The 
emergence of coaching was propelled by many 
of the same socio-cultural factors that under- 
pinned the positive psychology movement: dis- 
satisfaction with traditional approaches to 
facilitating human change (Spence, 2007a) and a 
frustration with established psychological teach- 
ing, research, and practice (for a detailed history 
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of the contemporary coaching movement, see 
Brock, 2008). Thus, coaching and positive psy- 
chology share common historical roots and 
interests and, potentially, a common future. 

In this chapter, we draw on and extend our 
previous work (e.g, Grant, Passmore, Cavanagh, 
& Parker, 2010) and take stock of the current 
state in relation to coaching research and practice 
and then highlight how coaching could make 
important contributions to the future of positive 
psychology. In taking stock of the present state 
of play in coaching, we begin with definitions 
and delineations of coaching; we then report on 
the professional status of coaching and the bodies 
that seek to accredit and organize coaches. 
Research into the efficacy of coaching is briefly 
discussed. Moving forward, we present an over- 
view of a future coaching-related research and 
practice agenda. We conclude by outlining some 
potentially fruitful lines of inquiry for future 
work in this emerging and exciting sub-field of 
psychological research. 


Taking Stock: What Is Coaching? 


Coaching is a relationship formed between a 
coach and the coachee for the purpose of attain- 
ing valued professional or personal outcomes 
(for a recent discussion, see Spence & Grant, 
2007). Hence, coaching is a goal-driven activity. 
This is true whether the coaching is focused 
on instilling skills, improving performance, 
or developmental growth. In most coaching 
engagements, the coaching process facilitates 
goal attainment and enhances well-being by 
helping individuals to (i) identify desired out- 
comes, (ii) establish specific goals, (iii) enhance 
motivation by identifying strengths and build- 
ing self-efficacy, (iv) identify resources and 
formulate action plans, (v) monitor and evaluate 
progress, and (vi) modify action plans. The mon- 
itor-evaluate-modification steps of this process 
constitute a simple cycle of self-regulated behav- 
ior, and this is a key in creating intentional 
behavior change (Carver & Scheier, 1998). 
It requires some considerable skill on the part 
of the coach to properly facilitate this process, 
not least in assisting the coachee to keep 
focused on his or her goals over time and 
helping him or her to develop and implement 
innovative solutions to the ongoing challenges 
that invariably arise during the goal-striving 
process. 
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Coaching and Coaching Psychology 


Coaching psychology is “coaching” that draws 
on and develops established psychological 
approaches, and coaching psychology involves 
the systematic application of behavioral science 
to the enhancement of life experience, work per- 
formance, and well-being. It is important to note 
that, at this point in time, most coaches do not 
have explicit training in the behavioral sciences 
or in positive psychology, nor are they registered 
psychologists (Grant & Zackon, 2004). 

Furthermore, most coaches tend not to use 
theoretically coherent approaches or scientifi- 
cally validated techniques and measures (Grant 
and O'Hara, 2006). Interestingly, whilst the dis- 
cipline of psychology would appear to be an ideal 
grounding for the practice of coaching, a psy- 
chology background has not been viewed as 
essential for coaching by the coaching industry 
(Coutu & Kauffman, 2009; Garman, Whiston, & 
Zlatoper, 2000). 

We do not argue that a psychological educa- 
tion or training in positive psychology is essen- 
tial for solid coaching practice. Indeed, many 
great coaches do not have a formal education in 
psychology, and the relevance of a psychological 
background will vary depending on the focus of 
the coaching engagement. However, we contend 
that, whilst non-psychology-based approaches 
to coaching have merit, utility, and a clear place 
in the human change enterprise, coaching psy- 
chology adds a depth and grounding to contem- 
porary coaching practice, particularly where the 
coaching addresses personal or emotionally laden 
issues. 

We do argue that both coaching psychology 
and positive psychology have much to offer the 
field of coaching. Many psychologists have a 
grounding in a scientist-practitioner or scholar- 
practitioner model. This is invaluable in the gen- 
eration and validation of practical knowledge. 
Psychological education also builds critical think- 
ing skills critical to understanding the dynamic 
link between theory and change methodologies. 
These skills, derived from a long-standing tradi- 
tion of research and a broad base of tested theory, 
can bring much needed rigor to the coaching 
arena. (For a discussion of the application of the 
scientist practitioner model in coaching, see 
Cavanagh & Grant, 2006.) 

Coaching has a broad remit and has been 
applied to many areas of human change, includ- 
ing: business coaching (Clegg, Rhodes, Kornberger, 
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& Stilin, 2005), dealing with workplace stress 
(Wright, 2007), learning how to work with 
difficult people, leadership and sales skills devel- 
opment (Wilson, 2004), career coaching 
(Scandura, 1992), team building (Cunha & 
Louro, 2000), coaching to improving sales per- 
formance (Rich, 1998), and coaching to improve 
job interview performance (Maurer, Solamon, & 
Troxtel, 1998). 

While the above coaching activities address 
clearly substantive issues, some coaching appli- 
cations seem trivial or even farcical. Seligman 
(2007) has observed that the scope of present 
coaching practice is almost without limits, with 
life coaches offering to coach you in arranging 
your closet, fighting dark thoughts, or organizing 
your memories in a scrap book! From such a per- 
spective, it is hard to see that such activities bear 
the hallmark of a genuine helping profession. 


Credentialing, Professional Status, and 
Professional Bodies 


Indeed, when judged against the commonly 
accepted criteria for professional status, coaching 
presently fails to display the key hallmarks of a 
profession. There are no barriers to entry, no 
minimal educational process or training route, 
and no binding ethical or practice standards 
(Sherman & Freas, 2004). Anyone can call them- 
selves a coach, and the practice of coaching is 
unregulated. In calling for a greater degree of 
scientific and professional rigor in coaching, 
Seligman (2007) has commented that: 


People who call themselves coaches and get 
paid for coaching have an enormous range 
of academic qualifications from none at all to 
bachelor’s degrees in almost anything, to 
masters degrees in counselling, education, 
social work, or positive psychology, to 
doctorates in psychology, medicine, and 
philosophy... Some have taken face-to-face 
or telecourses in coaching, but many have 
not. Some are “accredited” by the self- 
appointed International Coach Federation... 
but most are not. The right to call oneself a 
coach is unregulated. And this is why a 
scientific and a theoretical backbone... 

(is essential)...” (Seligman, 2007, p. 266). 


The issue of the accreditation of coaches is 
somewhat controversial. In the recent past, much 
of the coach training industry appears to have 
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been driven by a quest for quick credibility and 
status (Grant & Cavanagh 2007). Worldwide 
there is a veritable industry offering a range 
of “coach certifications.” Indeed, some coach 
training organizations seem to be little more 
than credentialing mills where, following a few 
days training and payment of the appropriate 
fee, one can be awarded the title of “Professional 
Certified Master Coach” or the like (Grant & 
O’Hara, 2006). The value of these certifications 
is highly questionable. This is an important issue 
because the general public are not well-informed 
about the value of various genuine psychological 
qualifications, let alone coaching qualifications, 
and may rely on impressive-sounding titles to 
guide them in selecting a coach or coach training 
program. 

However, there is growing recognition of the 
need for well-grounded and commonly accepted 
standards of accreditation. Some coaching orga- 
nizations, like the European Mentoring and 
Coaching Council (EMCC; UK-based, has more 
than 3,000 members) and the International 
Coach Federation (ICF; U.S.-based, 15,000 mem- 
bers in nearly 90 countries), have put consider- 
able effort into establishing credentialing 
processes and developing coaching competencies. 
The recent Dublin Declaration of the Global 
Coaching Convention (GCC, 2008) saw leaders 
and members of many international and national 
coaching bodies call for international collabora- 
tion on developing common frameworks of 
understanding around training, ethics, and 
accreditation. Some of these organizations (e.g., 
the EMMC and the ICF) are beginning to 
collaborate in the development of aligned ethical 
standards. Such efforts are important moves 
toward genuine professionalism. 

The role of accreditation by such bodies is 
becoming more salient. Within both the U.S. and 
Australia, some commercial and government 
organizations are beginning to require that 
external coaches be accredited by different bodies 
as a condition of employment. This may reflect a 
search for some security on the part of organiza- 
tions and government departments, in a market 
that is marked by variable service standards and 
a lack of clearly articulated alternative accredita- 
tion models. It may also reflect effective lobby- 
ing on the part of various industry bodies to be 
seen as the representatives of “professional” 
coaching. Such a development is likely to exacer- 
bate the tension felt by some coaches who have 
many years of psychological training and who 
would argue that their training represents a 
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superior preparation for the role of coach, both 
practically and academically. 


The Current Academic Status of Coaching 


Psychology as a body of knowledge and as a pro- 
fessional practice has traditionally been slow to 
engage with the public’s demand for personal 
and professional development, leaving the way 
open for other, possibly less qualified, individuals 
to dominate the market (Fox, 1996). Recognizing 
the importance of psychology’s role in coaching, 
a number of professional psychological societies 
have now established formal coaching psychol- 
ogy groups, including the Australian and British 
Psychological Societies, the Danish Psychological 
Association, the Swedish Psychological Association, 
and the Federation of Swiss Psychologists. Many 
other groups around the world, such as the 
Society for Industrial and Organisational 
Psychology in South Africa (SIOPSA), are devel- 
oping strong interests in coaching. Most recently 
(April, 2008), the Psychological Society of 
Ireland’s Division of Work and Organisational 
Psychology established a Coaching Psychology 
Group to further develop coaching psychology 
as a psychological subdiscipline. 

In addition, worldwide there are now a number 
of universities offering coaching degree pro- 
grams. Since the commencement in 2000 of the 
first postgraduate degree in coaching psychology 
at Sydney University, Australia now has three 
universities offering master’s-level coaching 
degrees and doctoral programs. In the UK there 
are several degree programs operating, with 
coaching psychology units now established at 
City University and the University of East 
London, and professional mentoring and coach- 
ing programs up to doctoral level at universities 
such as Oxford Brookes and Sheffield Hallam. 
The University of Copenhagen in Denmark has 
also recently established a coaching psychology 
unit. Between Australia and the UK, there are 
at least eight university-accredited master’s 
degrees in coaching psychology. In the U.S., at least 
seven universities offer coaching degree pro- 
grams, with a Coaching and Positive Psychology 
Initiative recently being established at Harvard 
University. It appears that coaching is becoming 
increasingly accepted within the academic sphere. 
We envisage that the increasing availability 
of specialist professional qualifications in coach- 
ing psychology, like those available in clinical, 
organizational, and forensic psychology, will do 
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much to raise the bar for the coaching industry 
in general. 

Of course both psychologists and non- 
psychologists have much to contribute to profes- 
sional coaching. Indeed, most of the coaching 
degrees worldwide are offered by business or 
education faculties, rather than from within 
schools of psychology. The challenge for psy- 
chology is to engage with other sectors of the 
coaching industry in a way that brings the best 
of both to the fore and provides a solid educa- 
tional grounding for professional coaching prac- 
tice (Cavanagh & Palmer 2006). 

Regardless of whether such programs are 
housed within schools of psychology or not 
(or indeed whether coaching is primarily con- 
ducted by psychologists or non-psychologists), 
the development of a professional approach to 
coaching is reliant on a rigorous and coherent 
body of coaching-specific research (Grant & 
Cavanagh, 2007). It is to this issue we now turn. 


Coaching Research: What Do We Know? 


The first coaching citations listed in PsycINFO 
are Gorby’s (1937) report of senior staff coach- 
ing junior employees on how to save waste and 
Bigelow’s (1938) article on how best to imple- 
ment a sales coaching program. Despite these 
early citations, research in the area of coaching is 
in its infancy. There has been significant growth 
in the coaching literature in recent years, and 
the bulk of the literature on coaching is less than 
10 years old. As of February 2009, there were 
more than 520 published scholarly papers or dis- 
sertations on coaching cited in PsycINFO, yet in 
the 62 years between 1937 and 1999 only 93 
papers were published (note that these figures 
include life (or personal coaching) and workplace 
and executive coaching, but exclude papers on 
less relevant applications such as sports coach- 
ing, clinical or therapeutic populations, educa- 
tional coaching, or coaching for psychometric or 
educational tests). 

There has been significant growth in the 
coaching literature in recent years. Between 2000 


and February 2009, more than 360 peer-reviewed 


However, of these papers, 
approximately 60% have been articles, opinion 
papers, descriptive articles, or theoretical discus- 
sions and about 30% empirical studies (20% of 
all these have been PhD dissertations). Many of 
the published empirical papers are surveys (e.g., 
Fanasheh, 2003) or descriptive studies into the 
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nature of executive coaching or life coaching 
(e.g., Griffiths & Campbell, 2008; Schnell, 2005), 
investigations into organizations’ use of coach- 
ing (e.g., Douglas & McCauley, 1999; Vloeberghs, 
Pepermans, & Thielemans, 2005; Wycherley & 
Cox, 2008), or examinations of different percep- 
tions of coaching (e.g. Garman, Whiston & 
Zlatoper, 2000). That is, most of the empirical lit- 
erature is contextual or survey-based research 
about coaching as a professional service activity 
or about the characteristics of coaches and 
coachees, rather than outcome research examin- 
ing the efficacy of coaching as a means of creat- 
ing individual or organizational change. 


Outcome Studies 


The first published empirical outcome study on 
workplace coaching in psychology literature was 
Gershman’s (1967) dissertation on the effects of 
specific factors of the supervisor-subordinate 
coaching climate upon improvement of attitude 
and performance of the subordinate. No other 
coaching outcome studies were published until 
Duffy’s (1984) dissertation on the effectiveness 
of a feedback-coaching intervention in executive 
outplacement. 

We located a total of 81 outcome studies that 
have examined the effectiveness of coaching since 
1980. There have been a total of 27 case studies, 
40 within-subject studies, and 15 between-subject 
studies. 

Of course, single case designs can provide 
useful data-driven evaluations. However, many 
of the 27 case studies in the coaching literature 
are purely descriptive and emphasize issues 
related to practice rather than the development 
of theory or coaching outcomes (Kilburg, 2004). 
Very few of these case studies incorporated 
established and validated quantitative measures 
(one exception is Libri & Kemp, 2006). The 40 
within-subject studies represent the largest 
single methodological approach to coaching out- 
come research. While within-subject studies can 
provide useful quantitative data and allow for 
the use of inferential statistics, provided that the 
studies are well-designed and use validated and 
reliable measures, randomized controlled studies 
are frequently held to represent best practice in 
researching the impact of specific interventions. 


Randomized Controlled Studies 


Eleven of the 15 between-subject outcome stud- 
ies used a randomized controlled design (Deviney 


19 Sheldon_Chapter-19.indd 297 


® 


COACHING AND POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


297 


1994; Duijts, Kant, van den Brandt, & Swaen, 
2008; Taylor, 1997; Grant, 2002; Miller, Yahne, 
Moyers, Martinez & Pirritano, 2004; Gattellari 
et al., 2005; Green, Oades & Grant, 2006; Green, 
Grant & Rynsaardt, 2007; Spence & Grant, 2007, 
Grant, Frith, and Burton, in press; Spence, 
Cavanagh, & Grant, 2008). Sue-Chan and 
Latham (2004) used random assignment to self, 
peer, or external coaching group but did not use 
a no-intervention or placebo intervention con- 
trol group. Table 19.1 presents summaries of the 
15 between-subject studies. 

The 11 randomized controlled studies of 
coaching that have been conducted to date indi- 
cate that coaching can indeed improve perfor- 
mance in various ways. 

Four of these 11 studies have been in the med- 
ical or health areas. Taylor (1997) found that 
solution-focused coaching fostered resilience in 
medical students. Gattellari et al. (2005) found 
that peer coaching by general practitioners 
improved coachees’ ability to make informed 
decisions about prostate-specific antigen screen- 
ing. Miller, Yahbe, Moyers, Martinez, & Pirritanol 
(2004) found that coaching with feedback was 
superior to training-only conditions, in a pro- 
gram designed to help clinicians learn motiva- 
tional interviewing skills. Exploring the utility of 
mindfulness training when used within health 
coaching and comparing this to a health educa- 
tion seminar intervention, Spence, Cavanagh, & 
Grant (2008) found that the mindfulness/coach- 
ing intervention was superior to the health edu- 
cation seminar intervention. 

Four outcome studies have been in the life (or 
personal) coaching domain with community 
samples and students. These have indicated that 
coaching can improve and indeed facilitate goal 
attainment and reduce anxiety and stress (Grant, 
2003), enhance psychological and subjective 
well-being (Green, Oades, & Grant, 2006; Spence 
& Grant, 2007) and resilience, while reducing 
depression, stress, or anxiety (Green, Grant, & 
Rynsaardt, 2007). 

There have been only three randomized con- 
trolled studies of coaching in the workplace. 
Deviney (1994) examined the efficacy of super- 
visors acting as internal workplace coaches, find- 
ing no changes in supervisors’ feedback skills 
following a multiple-rater feedback intervention 
and coaching from their managers over nine 
weeks. Duijts, Kant, van den Brandt, & Swaen, 
(2008) examined the effectiveness of coaching as 
a means of reducing sick leave and found that 
although coaching did not reduce the amount of 
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TABLE 19.1 Summary Table of Between-Subjects Studies to 2009 


Study 


Intervention Overview 


Type of Study 


Key Findings 


Miller (1990) 


Deviney (1994)* 


Taylor (1997)* 


Grant (2002)* 


Miller, Yahne, 
Moyers, 
Martinez, & 
Pirritano (2004)* 


Sue-Chan & 
Latham (2004) 


Gattellari, M., N. 
Donnelly et al. 
(2005)" 


Gyllensten & 
Palmer (2005) 
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33 employees. Some 
received coaching by 
their managers over 
four weeks 

45 line supervisors at a 
nuclear power plant. 
Some received feedback 
and coaching from their 
managers over nine 
weeks 

Participants undergoing 
a Medical College 
Admission Test 
preparation course 


62 trainee accountants 
received group coaching 
over one semester 


140 licensed substance 
abuse professionals 
learned Motivational 
Interviewing via a 
range of methods 


53 MBA students in two 
studies in Canada and 
Australia 


277 GPs in total. Some 
received two phone- 
based peer coaching 
sessions integrated with 
educational resources 
31 participants from UK 
finance organization 


Quasi-experimental 
field study 

(a) Coaching group; 

(b) Control group 
Randomized controlled 
study 

(a) Feedback plus 
coaching; (b) Feedback 
with no coaching; 

(c) Control group 
Randomized controlled 
study 

(a) Training only; 

(b) Coaching only; 

(c) Training plus 
coaching; (d) Control 
group 

Randomized controlled 
study 

(a) Cognitive coaching 
only; (b) Behavioral 
coaching only; 

(c) Combined cognitive 
and behavioral 
coaching; (d) Control 
groups for each condition 
Randomized controlled 
study 

(a) Workshop only; 

(b) Workshop plus 
feedback; (c) Workshop 
plus coaching; 

(d) Workshop, feedback, 
and coaching; or 

(e) Waitlist control 
group 

Random assignment 
(a) External coach; 

(b) Peer coach; 

(c) Self-coached 


Randomized controlled 
study 

(a) Peer coaching and 
educational resources; 
(b) Control group 
Quasi-experimental 
field study 

(a) Coaching group; 

(b) Control group 


No sig. differences pre-post 
for interpersonal 
communication skills 


No sig. differences in pre-post 


feedback behavior 


Coaching reduced stress more 
than training 


Combined cognitive and 
behavioral coaching most 
effective in increasing grade 
point average, study skills, 
self-regulation, and mental 
health. GPA gains maintained 
in 12 month follow-up 


Relative to controls, the 4 
trained groups had gains in 
proficiency. Coaching and/or 
feedback increased post- 
training proficiency 


Study 1: External coaching 
associated with higher team 
playing behavior than peer 
coaching; Study 2: External 
and self coaching associated 
with higher grades than peer 
coaching 

Compared to controls, peer 
coaching increased GPs ability 
to make informed decisions 
about prostate-specific antigen 
screening 

Anxiety and stress decreased 
more in the coaching group 
compared to control group 
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TABLE 19.1 (continued) Summary Table of Between-Subjects Studies to 2009 
Study Intervention Overview Type of Study Key Findings 


Evers, Brouwers, 


& Tomic (2006) 


Green, Oades, & 
Grant (2006)* 


Green, 
Grant, & 
Rynsaardt 
(2007)* 


Spence & Grant 
(2007)* 


Duijts, Kant, van 
den Brandt, & 
Swaen (2008)* 


Spence, 
Cavanagh, & 
Grant (2008)* 


Grant, Curtayne, 
& Burton, 2009 


60 managers of the 
federal government 


56 adults (community 
sample) took part in 
SF-CB life coaching 
program 


56 female high school 
students took part in 
SF-CB life coaching 
program for 10 
individual coaching 
sessions over two 
school terms 

63 adults (community 
sample) took part in 
SF-CB life coaching 
program 


Dutch employees 
assessed for the 
effectiveness of a 
preventive coaching 
program on sickness 
absence due to 
psychosocial health 
complaints and on 
well-being outcomes 
45 adults (community 
sample) took part in 
mindfulness-based 
health coaching over 
eight weeks 


41 executives in a public 
health agency received 


360-degree feedback and 


four SF-CB coaching 
sessions over 10-week 
period 


Quasi-experimental 
field study 

(a) Coaching group; 

(b) Control group 
Randomized controlled 
study 

(a) Group-based life 
coaching; (b) Waitlist 
control 

Randomized controlled 
study 

(a) Coaching group; 

(b) Waitlist control 
group 


Randomized controlled 
study 


(a) Professional coaching 


group; (b) Peer coaching 
group; (c) Waitlist 
control group 
Randomized controlled 
study 

(a) 6-month course of 
preventive coaching; 

(b) Control group 


Randomized controlled 
study 


SF-CB coaching followed 


by mindfulness training 
(MT); (b) Mindfulness 
training followed by 
SF-CB coaching; 

(c) Health education 
only control group 


Randomized controlled 
study 

(a) Coaching group; 

(b) Waitlist control 
group 


Coaching increased outcome 
expectancies’ and self-efficacy 


Coaching increased goal 
attainment, well-being, and 
hope. 30-week follow-up 
found gains were maintained 


Coaching increased cognitive 
hardiness, mental health, and 
hope 


Professional coaching more 
effective in increasing goal 
commitment, goal attainment, 
and environmental mastery 


Significant improvements in 
health, life satisfaction, 
burnout, psychological 
well-being, but no 
improvement in self-reported 
sickness absence 


Goal attainment greater in 
coaching than in the 
educative/directive format. 
No significant differences 
were found for goal 
attainment between the two 
MT/CB-SF conditions 


Coaching enhanced goal 
attainment, resilience, and 
workplace well-being and 
reduced depression and stress 
and helped participants deal 
with organizational change 


Notes: SF-CB = Solution-focused cognitive behavioral; * = Randomized controlled study 
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self-reported sick leave, the coaching interven- 
tion group reported statistically significant 
improvements in health, reduced psychological 
distress, lower rates of burnout, less need for 
recovery, and an increased satisfaction with life. 
Grant, Frith, & Burton (in press) found that 
short-term solution-focused, cognitive behav- 
ioral executive coaching consisting of four coach- 
ing sessions over 10 weeks increased resilience 
and workplace well-being, and reduced stress 
and depression. These studies indicate that coach- 
ing in the workplace can have a positive effect on 
general well-being of employees (for a recent 
review of coaching, see Joo, 2005; Passmore & 
Gibbes, 2007). 

The lack of randomized controlled studies is a 
major shortcoming in the coaching literature. 
While there is debate over the practical utility of 
randomized controlled trials, they are currently 
held to be the “gold standard” in quantitative out- 
come research where interventions are used to 
produce specific outcomes. However, true random- 
ized allocation to intervention or control is often 
extremely difficult in real-life field research. Thus, 
most coaching outcome studies have used single- 
group, pre-post within-subject designs (e.g., Grant 
2003, Jones, Rafferty, & Griffn, 2006; Olivero, 
Bane, & Kipelman, 1997; Orenstein, 2006). 

There have been some quasi-experimental 
studies with pretest and posttest comparisons 
and non-randomized allocation to an experimen- 
tal or control group. Miller (1990) examined the 
impact of coaching on transfer of training skills, 
but the drawing of conclusions was restricted by 
a high rate of participant dropout: 91 participants 
began the study, but only 33 completed the final 
measures. Gyllensten and Palmer (2005) found 
that, compared with a no-coaching control group, 
coaching was associated with lower levels of anx- 
iety and stress. Evers, Brouwers, and Tomic 
(2006) found that executive coaching enhanced 
participants’ self-efficacy beliefs in personal goal 
setting, but they did not measure goal attain- 
ment itself. Barrett (2007) used a quasi-experi- 
mental, modified posttest-only control group 
design, finding that group coaching reduced 
burnout but did not improve productivity. 


Longitudinal Studies 


Not surprisingly, the number of longitudinal 
studies conducted in coaching is small. The few 
follow-up studies that have been conducted indi- 
cate that coaching can indeed produce sustained 
change. Grant (2002) investigated the effects of 
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cognitive-only, behavioral-only, and combined 
cognitive and behavioral coaching and found that 
only the gains from the combined cognitive- 
behavioral coaching were maintained at a six- 
month follow-up. In a 12-month follow-up, 
Miller et al., (2004) found coaching with feed- 
back was superior to training-only conditions 
in maintaining clinicians’ interviewing skills. 
Green, Oades, & Grant, (2006) found that gains 
from participation in a 10-week solution-focused 
cognitive-behavioral life coaching were main- 
tained at a 30-week follow-up. Libri & Kemp 
(2006) provide a refreshing example of a well- 
designed case study of cognitive-behavioral exec- 
utive coaching. Using an A-B-A-B design with an 
18-month follow-up, they found that cognitive- 
behavioral coaching enhanced the coachees’ sales 
performance and core self-evaluations. 


Measuring Outcomes of Coaching 


It appears that coaching outcome research, as a 
relatively new area of study, may be moving 
through the “natural” stages of research devel- 
opment, from case studies, through to within- 
subject studies, and on to quasi-experimental and 
randomized controlled between-subject designs. 
Indeed, the 55 within-subject or between-subjects 
outcome studies conducted to date are a useful 
foundation for knowledge about the effective- 
ness of coaching. Encouragingly, the amount of 
research is increasing over time. 

However, a major problem in this body of 
work is lack of consistency between studies in 
the use of outcome measures, seriously limiting 
meaningful comparison between studies. The 
idiosyncratic use of measures means that it is 
difficult for a coherent body of knowledge to 
develop over time. Many researchers develop 
their own somewhat simplistic “satisfaction with 
coaching” surveys, and the validity and reliabil- 
ity of such measure is unknown. 

Given that coaching is frequently promoted as 
being effective in enhancing goal attainment and 
well-being (e.g., Levine, Kase, & Vitale, 2006; 
Passmore & Gibbes, 2007), it is surprising that 
few studies to date have used well-validated 
measures of mental health and well-being, 
despite the fact that there are many such mea- 
sures designed for use in non-clinical popula- 
tions. For example, the Depression, Anxiety, and 
Stress Scale (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995); the 
Psychological Well-being Scale (Ryff & Keyes, 
(1996); and the Cognitive Hardiness Scale 
(Nowack, 1990) fit such a description. 


54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 


72 


73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 
106 


AQ: This is not 
listed in the 
references. 
Please check. 


10/8/2010 2:14:22 PM 


CHAPTER 19. 


As a goal-focused change methodology, goal 
attainment is an important outcome measure in 
coaching. However, few outcome studies have 
measured the impact of coaching on goal attain- 
ment. Goal attainment scaling (GAS) techniques 
offer a useful means of measuring goal progres- 
sion in relation to predetermined objective suc- 
cess benchmarks (see Fillery-Travis & Lane, 
2006) and can provide a means of making com- 
parisons between studies. Well-conducted GAS 
would also help address the serious limitations 
of the few studies that have examined return on 
investment in coaching using subjective post- 
coaching ratings of success (e.g., McGovern et al., 
2001). See Spence (2007) for a comprehensive 
discussion of the use of GAS in coaching. 


Coaching and Therapy: Sorting out 
the Boundaries 


Of particular importance for future research is 
the boundary between coaching and therapy. 
While often mentioned in the coaching litera- 
ture, little by way of empirical research has been 
conducted into the prevalence of mental health 
issues in coaching populations. This area was 
given prominence by Berglas’s (2002) somewhat 
controversial article on the potential danger of 
psychologically naive coaches unwittingly rein- 
forcing unhealthy patterns in those they coach. 
Until recently, much of the concern with mental 
health in the coaching community has focused 
on identifying depression in coaching. However, 
while important, a singular focus on depression 
is insufficient (Cavanagh 2005). It seems reason- 
able to suspect that Mental health is a major 
moderating factor for coaching effectiveness yet, 
to date, we have little empirical understanding of 
the nature and prevalence of mental health issues 
in personal or workplace coaching. 

Some mental health-related data has been 
gathered in studies of life coaching clients. Green, 
Oades, and Grant (2006) and Spence & Grant 
(2007) found clinically significant levels of 
mental distress in 52% and 26% of participants 
seeking life coaching in their studies respectively. 
While it seems likely that those presenting for 
executive and workplace coaching will have a dif- 
ferent profile than people presenting for free life 
coaching as part of a research study, little delib- 
erate research has been conducted into the 
mental health of executive and workplace coach- 
ing clients. Our experience tells us that it is not a 
question of whether mental health issues are an 
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important consideration in coaching, but the 
extent to which this is so. We would argue that 
research into the prevalence of the full range of 
mental health issues in coaching is both impor- 
tant and sorely needed (Cavanagh, 2005; 


Cavanagh and Grant, 2004)). 


Return on Investment: A Valid Outcome 
Measure for Coaching? 


Return on investment (ROJ) using metrics typi- 
cally valued by organizations (e.g., growth in 
market share, profitability, sales, etc.) is often 
promoted as being the most important indicator 
of coaching success in organizational settings. 
Return on investment figures are frequently 
used by coaching and consulting organizations 
as sales or marketing tools in order to promote 
their coaching products. Return on investment 
figures of 788% (Kampa-Kokesch & Anderson, 
2001) and 545% (McGovern et al., 2001a) are 
commonly reported as being “the” ROI for exec- 
utive coaching. 

Return on investment is essentially calculated 
by subtracting the value of the outcomes of 
coaching from the costs of coaching and then 
expressing this as a percentage (coaching benefits 
— costs of coaching/costs of coaching x 100%). 
There are a number of variations to this formula, 
for example, including factoring into the equa- 
tion a rating of the coachee’s level of confidence 
that all or some of the perceived benefits are in 
fact due to coaching, or deliberately undervalu- 
ing the benefits of coaching. 

However, we argue that whilst ROI can pro- 
vide some guidance as to the perceived impact of 
a coaching intervention, it has serious limita- 
tions as a benchmark outcome measure for 
coaching effectiveness. Reducing the benefits of 
coaching to a single financial amount may give 
the purchasers of coaching services a sense of 
comfort and some reassurance that their money 
has beenwell spent, but does it truly measure the 
impact of coaching? We think not. 

The point here is that the ROI metric depends 
on two key variables: (1) the amount the coach 
charges and the costs of the coaching interven- 
tion, and (2) the financial benefit obtained. These 
are highly vague and contextually bound vari- 
ables. What counts as costs? How are benefits 
assessed and what causal chain links the coach- 
ing to those benefits? 

Even if there were some clearly accepted stan- 
dard for measuring costs and benefits, making 
general claims about the effectiveness of coaching 
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based on ROI data would remain extremely 
problematic. For example, company X employs a 
coach who charges $1,000 for the coaching 
engagement. The coach works with an executive 
who is working on a $10 million deal. The deal is 
done, and the executives estimates that 50% of 
the result is due to the coach (and let us assume 
that this estimate is fair and accurate). In this 
case, ROI is 49,000%. Can we now claim that the 
ROI for executive coaching is in the region of 
50,000%? Of course not. At best, ROI can be 
indicative of only a single specific coaching 
engagement. In order to make any meaningful 
statement about ROI, and in order to compare 
ROI across different coaching studies, all facets 
of the coaching engagement, including coaching 
costs, benefits (and importantly, the opportuni- 
ties available to the executive to derive benefits, 
must be accounted for and controlled across 
studies. 

Cause and effect is an important issue in 
assessing the efficacy of coaching interventions. 
While organizations often seek to improve finan- 
cial performance via coaching, such measures are 
typically not the direct focus of coaching inter- 
ventions. It is often difficult to draw clear lines 
of causality between coaching and shifts in 
wider organizational metrics. Here coaching 
research has much to learn from research meth- 
odologies used in areas such as training, educa- 
tion, and organizational psychology. As more 
researchers move into the coaching arena, we 
expect to see increases in greater interpenetra- 
tion with these more established fields of 
research, and an increased sophistication in the 
coaching literature around the measurement of 
coaching outcomes. 

It must also be noted that all the ROI research 
that we could identify in researching for this 
chapter has been conducted by consultants and 
organizations that supply coaching services, and 
the human resources professionals that employ 
them to provide coaching services to their orga- 
nization. Thus, as is often the case with practitio- 
ner research, there are vested interests in 
demonstrating success and reporting value for 
money. This is not to imply misreporting 
of results. Rather, it suggests that these issues 
may unconsciously effect the way in which 
participants answer questions and the ways in 
which data is interpreted. For this reason, such 
research should be conducted and read with some 
caution. 

Finally, as we will discuss in the “moving for- 
ward” section of this chapter, we believe that 
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there are far more important, informative, and 
valuable outcome measures for coaching than a 
single ROI metric. 


Moving Forward: Game Plans for the Future 


In discussing the future of coaching as an applied 
positive psychology, we want to focus on three 
key areas: (1) The use of coaching as an experi- 
mental methodology for investigating the psycho- 
mechanics of purposeful positive human change; 
(2) the use of coaching in organizational settings 
as a means of facilitating positive individual and 
organizational change; and (3) the role of coach- 
ing in catalysing systems change at local national 
and global levels. 


Coaching as an Experimental Methodology for 
Studying Positive Change 


While coaching, and particularly coaching psy- 
chology, is connected to more than a century of 
psychological theory, research, and development, 
it often seems as if our understanding of what 
makes for effective positive human change is 
still in its infancy and that the potential research 
agenda is vast. We believe that coaching has a 
vital role to play in defining the research agenda 
and in assisting researchers in understanding the 
dynamics of positive human change. 

In terms of the agenda for research, there is a 
clear need to focus on conducting large-scale 
efficacy studies of coaching. Multiple studies 
using randomized controlled designs are required 
to assess the efficacy of coaching within different 
populations and its suitability as an intervention 
for a range of different issues and goals. In other 
words, we are still largely ignorant, at a scientific 
level, as to what kinds of coaching interventions 
work best, for which change agendas, and for 
whom. 

The problem here is that there is a serious 
bottleneck in our ability to conduct research. 
Although the coaching industry and the number 
of coaching practitioners are growing rapidly, the 
number of coaching researchers is small. Indeed, 
most coaching services providers are small busi- 
nesses, employing between one and ten employ- 
ees. Most do not have training in research 
methodologies, and the industry as a whole tends 
to use idiosyncratic outcome measures. In short, 
the scientist practitioner model used in psychol- 
ogy is largely unknown in coaching (Cavanagh 
& Grant, 2006). 
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One solution to this bottleneck would be to 
enable professional coaches who are not trained 
in conducting research to contribute to the body 
of knowledge in coaching. Here the establish- 
ment of a Web-based research platform such as 
that used by Seligman and Peterson to study the 
efficacy of PP interventions might be very help- 
ful. This would enable coaches to assess the effi- 
cacy of their coaching interventions while 
providing a large-scale database of coaching out- 
comes. Variables could include standard outcome 
measures such as measures of mental health and 
stress as well as positive psychology measures of 
well-being, goal attainment, and assessment of 
the quality of the relationship between coach 
and coachee. 

Coaching has also great potential to be used to 
explore the psycho-mechanics of human change. 
Coaching can be used as a means of manipulat- 
ing or purposefully altering specific aspects of 
the change process. These might include goal 
formation, action planning, attentional focus, 
formulation, rehearsal, emotion, cognition, 
behavior, and contextual modification, to name 
but a few potential contributors to the change 
process. Such research would help to develop 
frameworks of case conceptualizations that will 
help integrate positive psychology theories 
such as Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination 
Theory, Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow, and 
Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory. 

The use of positive psychology in coaching 
may also help to elucidate the boundary between 
coaching and therapy. As noted above, the bound- 
ary between coaching and therapy is often men- 
tioned in the coaching literature. However, the 
tenor of this complex debate is often rather uni- 
dimensional and superficial. Coaching and ther- 
apy as often seen as either/or options the choice 
of which is determined by the presence of diag- 
nosable mental illness. Even at this level, little by 
way of empirical research has been conducted 
into the prevalence of mental health issues in 
coaching populations. While the investigation of 
mental illness in coaching represents a signifi- 
cant and worthwhile research agenda in its own 
right, we believe that the debate on the boundary 
between coaching and therapy should be based 
on a more solid empirical footing—one that 
includes both mental illness and mental health. 
Indeed, both are present simultaneously to vary- 
ing degrees over time. Hence, we would advocate 
that coaching research also investigate the way 
in which coaching methodologies promote resil- 
ience and human flourishing in the presence of 
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mental health issues (Cavanagh & Grant 2004; 
Grant & Cavanagh 2004). Of course, ethical 
practice dictates that any such research needs to 
hold the safety and wellbeing of participants as 
paramount, and should not be seen as a license 
for unqualified coaches to practice beyond their 
skillset or knowledge., 


Coaching as a Means of Effecting 
Organizational Change 


The second major focus for future research and 
practice concerns the extended impact of coach- 
ing on organizations. Of course, this includes 
research into the return on investment (ROI) for 
coaching programs but goes beyond this to 
establish the nature and extent of the impact of 
coaching interventions on a range of workplace 
outcomes. This research also spans the impact of 
interventions, not just on the individuals, but on 
different groups, organizations, and indeed the 
wider community. In this way, coaching can be 
assessed as a developmental tool with the poten- 
tial to create stronger, more resilient individuals, 
organizations, and communities. We believe that 
coaching will become increasingly used as a 
means of facilitating organization-wide change. 
Indeed, such interventions are being increasingly 
reported in the professional and trade media 
(e.g., Anderson, Anderson, & Mayo, 2008). 

The needs of organizational change will con- 
tinue to shape the type of research conducted in 
executive and workplace coaching. Hence, aside 
from research into ROI, we expect that there will 
be greater levels of research into the interplay 
between complex systems dynamics and coach- 
ing. Complexity theory has for some time been 
applied to organizations (Stacey, 2000; Waldrop, 
1992; Wheatley, 1999) and has more recently 
been applied to coaching (Cavanagh, 2006). The 
emerging science of networking theory has clear 
application to coaching in organizations. This 
area of theoretical development considers the 
dynamics that shape connectivity in complex 
natural networks such as cells, organs, and eco- 
systems, and social networks such as organiza- 
tions, professional networks, the Internet, and 
even terrorist groups (Kilduff, Crossland, Tsai, 
Given that one of the major 
areas of coaching intervention is communication 
within and across networks, the application of 
both complexity and network theories would 
seem a fruitful avenue of research. 

Over the last 20 years in psychology, we have 
seen a renewed interest in areas of psychological 
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research that were hitherto viewed as somewhat 
peripheral and perhaps even scientifically mar- 
ginal. For example, there is currently great inter- 
est in both the clinical and positive psychology 
literature on mindfulness meditation, or the 
intentional use of attention. We expect that the 
application of mindfulness and other metacogni- 
tive techniques in coaching will be an increasing 
area of focus. (For a fuller exploration of the 
use of metacognition and mindfulness to coach- 
ing, see Passmore & 
Marianetti, 2007; Spence, Cavanagh, & Grant, 
2006). 

Coaching also has much to contribute to the 
emerging Positive Organizational Scholarship 
(POS) movement (Cameron, Dutton, & Quinn, 
2003). The aims of POS is to focus on the dynam- 
ics in organizations that lead to developing 
human strengths, producing resilience, fostering 
vitality, and understanding how to enable human 
excellence in organizations and to facilitate posi- 
tive human and organization welfare (Cameron 
& Caza, 2004). The focus on well-being, func- 
tionality, and performance articulated within the 
coaching agenda receives even greater explicit 
emphasis within POS, and we believe that a con- 
junction of the two will form an important future 
framework in organizational settings. Indeed, a 
number of papers have foreshadowed this devel- 
opment (e.g., Boyatzis, Smith, & Blaize, 2006; 
Luthans & Youssef, 2007). However, as in much 
of the positive psychology literature, the POS 
literature tends to report theoretical, cross-sec- 
tional, or correlational research rather than 
interventions designed to enhance workplace 
well-being and performance (e.g., Luthans, 2002; 
Muse, Harris, Giles, & Feild, 2008; Spreitzer, 
Sutcliffe, Dutton, Sonenshein, & Grant, 2005; 
Wright, 2003; Zhong, 2007). Coaching may well 
provide an applied methodology for implement- 
ing the insights developed in such research. 

Coaching is increasingly seen as an applied 
arm of the rapidly developing positive psychol- 
ogy movement (Grant & Cavanagh 2007). As 
both coaching and positive psychology develop, 
it appears likely that there will be a greater cross- 
pollination of ideas, models of practice, and 
research between them. Indeed, both Seligman 
(2007) and Kauffman (2006) contend that 
research in the area of positive psychology can 
help to scientifically ground the field of coaching, 
claiming that that “positive psychology theory 
and research will provide the scientific legs upon 
which the field of coaching can firmly stand” 
(Kauffman, 2006; p.221). We would also contend 
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that coaching offers to positive psychology a 
valuable methodology for assessing the utility 
and adequacy of its theories. 


Coaching as a Means of Catalyzing 
Systems Change 


While the youthfulness of coaching as an area of 
research presents challenges, it also presents 
exciting opportunities. Coaching is ideally placed 
to be a point of connection between disparate 
areas of research. The knowledge base of coach- 
ing remains an open question, and coaches can 
and do utilize multiple theories and models 
drawn from traditional psychology, positive psy- 
chology, and wider fields of endeavor such as 
management, medicine, biology, sociology, com- 
plexity and systems research, spirituality, educa- 
tion, and philosophy. While this certainly adds 
complexity to the work of coaches and research- 
ers, it also makes coaching ideally suited as a 
means of catalyzing change in systems at the 
local, national regional, and global levels. 

Our world is beset by major challenges, the 
likes of which we have never seen before: global 
warming, environmental degradation, increasing 
frequency of extreme weather events, energy 
and water shortage, economic upheaval, terror- 
ism, and social dislocation. Scientists and think- 
ers and Nobel laureates from every field of 
endeavor have argued cogently that as a species 
we have reached a rapidly diminishing window 
of opportunity to make the choices needed to 
shape a sustainable future. If these people are 
correct, to date, it seems that not enough has 
been done to change our trajectory away from 
catastrophic and chaotic change at the hands of 
the systems forces our behavior has unbalanced, 
toward a new sustainable equilibrium. 

According to some authors (see Lazlo, 2006) 
solutions for these problems are not primarily to 
be found in technology or even politics (though 
these need to be involved in the solution. Rather, 
they argue that the primary issue we face is one of 
consciousness. As Einstein so elegantly said, the 
significant problems we face cannot be solved 
with the same level of thinking we were at when 
we created them. The simple application of tech- 
nology without a radical shift in the relationship 
we have with ourselves, our communities, and our 
planet will not lead to a new equilibrium. What is 
required is a new level of thinking—a new per- 
spective upon ourselves, others, and the world. 
This is essentially a developmental shift in think- 
ing toward a whole of systems understanding. 
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What role do coaching and positive psychology 
have to play in such large-scale events? 

There is a growing awareness of the need for 
more holistic approaches. The current ascen- 
dency of positive psychology as a field of research 
reflects this. Reductionist and individualistic or 
atomistic approaches that focus on identifying 
linear chains of cause and effect are unable to 
grasp the unique and emergent dynamics of 
complex adaptive systems, whether at the level 
of the individual, dyad community, or planet. By 
taking wholeness seriously, positive psychology 
and coaching are in a position to support and 
catalyze a larger view capable of new approaches 
and solutions. 

We are not suggesting that coaching and posi- 
tive psychology should become some sort of 
medium through which a new social orthodoxy 
is to be imposed on our clients, either explicitly 
or implicitly. Indeed, such an approach would be 
merely another manifestation of a linear control 
mentality that has created the significant issues 
we face. Rather, we are suggesting that coaching 
is fundamentally about assisting clients to find 
new, more effective pathways via the art of dia- 
logue and reflective practice. The coach’s role is 
largely one of asking questions that open new 
possibilities for understanding, make new con- 
nections and new meanings and, ultimately, new 
patterns of action. It is clear that positive psy- 
chology can be valuable in informing this mean- 
ing making. 

In order to be consistent with the emerging 
understanding of complex systems gleaned from 
the sciences and social research, the role of the 
developmental coach is not to impose solutions 
but to assist clients in noticing connections and 
engaging with the tensions and paradoxes inher- 
ent in any complex system. It is in the tensions 
and paradoxes on the edge of chaos that new 
understandings and creative possibilities emerge. 
While coaching and positive psychology may 
scaffold this process, they cannot control the 
outcome. This understanding of complexity leads 
to three main tasks in developmental coaching: 


1. To assist clients in noticing and making 
connections on and between three 
levels: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 
systemic. 

2. to develop and support processes of 
communication that enable connectedness at 
the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 
systemic levels, and sustain that connection 
long enough for new possibilities to emerge. 
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3. to assist clients to articulate goals and 
processes of action that are congruent with 
and respectful of the new understanding and 
connectedness that have emerged through 
the process. 


As it is often currently practiced, coaching for 
skills acquisition and performance enhancement 
reverses the order of these three tasks. It begins 
by articulating a goal toward which the elements 
of the system are shaped (i.e., intrapersonal, 
interpersonal, and systemic elements). Patterns 
of communication are then developed to maxi- 
mize the probability of goal attainment and the 
system monitored for impacts of these processes. 
This is a perfectly fine model if one is seeking to 
work within existing systems and frameworks in 
a way that maintains existing understandings 
and meaning making, but it is unlikely to pro- 
duce the shift in thinking that is required to 
address the significant problems we face. It is a 
type of horizontal development, rather than the 
vertical development of reaching new under- 
standings. 

Both types of development are needed. The 
development of a new perspective often requires 
the acquisition of new skills, or the redeploy- 
ment of old skills. The linear development of 
skills acquisition and performance enhancement 
helps to thicken up one’s ability to function fol- 
lowing the upheaval associated with a new way 
of seeing one’s relationship to the self, to others, 
and to the wider world. 


Conclusion 


As a young enterprise, coaching has all the prob- 
lems and the promise associated with youth. It is 
in a process of formation but has the possibility 
to grow into more than its parent disciplines. It 
has the opportunity to gather knowledge and 
information from disparate and distant sources, 
and the flexibility to develop entirely new under- 
standings and processes for developing under- 
standing. This makes it ideally suited to engage 
with the challenges of our day. 

The current interest in mindfulness, dialogue, 
wisdom, creativity, meaning, well-being, and 
wholeness we see in positive psychology is also a 
manifestation of the challenge of our time. From 
a systems perspective, the ongoing and increas- 
ing popularity of coaching as a process of change 
in organizations and individuals, and the emer- 
gence of positive psychology, are not random 
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events, mere quirks of management or academic 
fashion. Positive psychology and the coaching 
approach have arisen and are developing in 
response to the growing forces of the systems in 
which we live. These forces seek new under- 
standings and new approaches to engagement. In 
complexity terms, coaching and positive psy- 
chology are both being shaped by and shaping 
the attractors and phase space of the system. 
From this perspective, the task for us is to con- 
tinue to develop in dialogue with each other and 
with the systems in which we live. 
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The Dog Woman, Addie Bundren, and the 
Ninth Circle of Hell: Positive Psychology 
Should Be More Open to the Negative 


Jennifer L. Hames and Thomas E. Joiner Jr. 


“As I lay dying the woman with dog's eyes 
would not close my eyelids for me as I 
descended into Hades.” 
—the ghostly Agamemnon to Odysseus in the 
Eleventh Book of the Odyssey 


“My guide and I came on that hidden road to 
make our way back into the bright world; and 
with no care for any rest, we climbed—he first, 
I following—until I saw, through a round 
opening, some of those things of beauty heaven 
bears. It was from there that we emerged, to 
see—once more—the stars.” 

—Dante emerging from the ninth (and last) 

circle of hell in the Inferno 


On its surface, Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying (the 
title of which was inspired by Agamemnon’s 
comment in the Odyssey) is a hellish and tragic 
portrait of the avarice, pettiness, and vulgarity of 
the human spirit. In the novel, Anse Bundren’s 
wife Addie dies, and the pathetic trip to bury her 
(with borrowed shovels) in her family’s plot 40 
miles away includes, among other things, the 
drowning of the family’s mules in a doomed 
attempt to cross a river; the failure of the family’s 
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daughter to secretly obtain an abortion; a son’s 
injured leg, which is not only broken, but which 
also loses its skin as the cement incompetently 
applied to set the bone is cracked off with a 
hammer and flatiron; and the incarceration 
(for arson) of another son in the state insane 
asylum. As the trip proceeds in the July heat, 
buzzards accumulate, but Anse refuses to bury 
his wife anywhere but in her family’s plot, osten- 
sibly because “[He] gave her [his] promised word 
in the presence of the Lord,” but really because 
a new, pre-arranged wife and a long-desired set 
of false teeth await him in the town near the 
burial site. 

Against this hellish backdrop, however, the 
human virtues of compassion, pity, sacrifice, loy- 
alty, and honor are fully illuminated, as illus- 
trated, for example, by the character of Cash 
(whose leg is injured). Despite his injury, 
absurdly made worse by the cement treatment, 
and despite much else, Cash remains loyal and 
sacrificial, affably stating that his leg “don’t 
bother none” and that he can last what becomes 
a six-day trip on a springless wagon over rutted 
roads, even as pain-induced “sweat big as mar- 
bles” runs down his face. Even humor emerges 
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from the tragedy: After learning of the cement 
treatment, the doctor treating Cash says, “ 
why didn’t Anse carry you to the nearest saw- 
mill and stick your leg in the saw? That would 
have cured it. Then you all could have stuck his 
head into the saw and cured a whole family.” 
Instead of merely describing the countless nega- 
tive events that occurred to the Bundren family, 
Faulkner took care to starkly accentuate the pos- 
itive by letting virtues such as loyalty, sacrifice, 
and even humor shine through in their gro- 
tesque journey. The main point of the current 
chapter is that both positive psychology research- 
ers and psychopathology researchers can learn 
from Faulkner and his Bundrens. 


Taking Stock 


Without question, positive psychology research- 
ers and psychopathology researchers have made 
important contributions to the study of human 
flourishing and human suffering, respectively. 
However, there is reason to believe that both 
positive psychology and experimental psychopa- 
thology boast missions that are too narrowly 
defined and executed. In this section, we review 
the implications of these narrowly defined mis- 
sions and take stock of current research that is 
expanding these boundaries by attending to both 
the positive and the negative. 


Narrowly Defined Missions 


On the surface, the missions of experimental 
psychopathology and positive psychology appear 
to be polar opposites, and understandably so. 
While the mission of experimental psychopa- 
thology is to investigate disorder (i.e., the 
negative), the mission of positive psychology 
is to study that factors that lead to human flour- 
ishing (i.e. the positive). Setting aside these 
surface generalizations, it becomes clear that a 
commonality exists between experimental psy- 
chopathology and positive psychology, and that 
commonality is that both boast narrowly defined 
missions. 

Consider the case of positive psychology— 
here, the tendency to study the positive in and 
of itself (instead of also as a means to inform 
the negative) is quite logical. Certainly, it is intu- 
itive to study the factors that lead to flourishing 
in individuals who are in fact flourishing. 
Similarly, consider the case of experimental 
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psychopathology—here, the tendency to study 
psychopathology in and of itself (instead of also 
as a means to study psychology generally) is both 
understandable and long-standing. It is under- 
standable—indeed salutary—because investigat- 
ing the nature, causes, and treatments of mental 
illnesses relieves human suffering. It is also 
long-standing in that early psychopathologists 
had already construed their purpose as investi- 
gating disorder per se, rather than investigating 
disorder per se and using it as a means to illumi- 
nate basic processes (e.g., Wells’ [1914] paper, 
entitled, “Experimental Psychopathology”). It 
appears that experimental psychopathology’s 
mission was narrowly defined all along, moti- 
vated by the press of human suffering. 

While narrowly defined, wisps of a broader 
mission for psychopathologists waft through the 
literature from time to time, but with regretta- 
bly little impact. For example, in his description 
of Morton Prince, founder of the Journal of 
Abnormal Psychology, White (1992, p. 605) 
states, “He began to realize that it was impossible 
to think of abnormal psychology as a free-stand- 
ing body of knowledge. Logically, it implied an 
accepted base as to what was normal in human 
life, from which base the different disorders were 
departures.” Or, consider Shakow’s (1978, p. 149) 
comment: “When I went up to Harvard in 1921, 
I was buttressed by William James’s notion (and 
Freud’s also, to some extent) of psychology being 
one. Because of my own high regard for James, 
I expected to have a fairly easy time of it in this 
respect. What did I find? A few thought as I did, 
but this thinking was far from universal.” Here, 
and in other papers (Shakow, 1965, 1976), 
Shakow encourages a broad and unified approach 
but also notes resistance to it (as early as 1921). 
McFall’s (1991) “Manifesto for a science of clini- 
cal psychology” sounds a similar note (see also 
Andreasen, 1997). 

But even in the writings of Shakow and 
McFall, and in the description of Prince, the 
direction of inquiry is unidirectionally from the 
normal to the abnormal. That is, in the case of 
Prince, the endeavor is to use the normal as a 
base from which to understand the abnormal, 
rather than also using the abnormal to illumi- 
nate the normal; in the writings of Shakow and 
McFall, the emphasis is on taking the concepts 
and methods of general psychological science to 
psychopathology (which is absolutely necessary, 
as Shakow, McFall, and others persuasively 
show), rather than also bringing general psycho- 
logical science back from psychopathology. It is 
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precisely because of a scientific psychological 
(including neuroscientific) approach that psy- 
chopathology researchers have plumbed psycho- 
pathology’s nine circles and thereby alleviated 
suffering. Indeed, it is the lack of bringing gen- 
eral psychological science back from psychopa- 
thology that is problematic. Therefore, in order 
to go beyond the ninth circle and to more gener- 
ally promote a more comprehensive and rigor- 
ous approach to both psychopathology and 
positive psychology research, we must awaken 
the early calls of the field for a more unified 
approach to psychology, whereby the negative 
informs the positive, and the positive informs 
the negative. 

Carrying such a narrowly defined mission is 
not without implications. For instance, in at least 
some positive psychology circles, there exists an 
inflexible insistence that only the positive be 
studied, and such a mentality risks at least three 
main dangers. One is that it neglects at least half 
of life (at least half because “bad is stronger than 
good”; Baumeister et al., 2001); another is that it 
decontextualizes the positive; and lastly, there 
are insights about the positive that are not pos- 
sible without studying the negative. To be sure, a 
thoroughgoing understanding of the negative 
has greatly contributed to the field’s understand- 
ing of the positive. Consider, for example, a study 
by Wood, Perunovic, and Lee (2009), which 
found that repeating positive self-statements 
actually led to a decrease in state self-esteem and 
mood for people with low self-esteem. In this 
study, Wood and colleagues recruited individuals 
with low and high self-esteem and then ran- 
domly assigned these participants to either use 
or not use positive self-statements. Following 
the manipulation, participants then filled out 
measures of state self-esteem and mood. 
Importantly, Wood and colleagues did not inflex- 
ibly insist that only the positive be studied; 
rather, they used relevant theories and evidence 
to make predictions about the efficacy of positive 
self-statements for individuals with high and 
low self-esteem. Surely, researchers could have 
conducted this study with their eyes gazing only 
toward the positive (i.e., not including individu- 
als with low self-esteem), and they likely would 
have found that using positive self-statements 
led to a boost in self-esteem and mood. If this 
were the case, though, and this study had been 
designed without a thorough understanding of 
the negative, a vital insight about the potentially 
harmful effects of the positive would not have 
been illuminated. 
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Furthermore, maintaining an exclusive focus 
on the positive closes one’s eyes to fact that there 
are many negative things that are inherently 
positive. One example of this is fear. Fear is tra- 
ditionally studied as a symptom of psychopa- 
thology, and while fear can certainly be 
debilitating when considered in the context of 
anxiety disorders, it can be positive and adaptive 
when considered in other contexts. For instance, 
having a fear of death saves lives, and similarly, 
having a fear of snakes helps one avoid injury or 
death by means of a venomous bite. Another 
instance that brings to light the value of fear is 
the case of the Laweiplein-Drachten roundabout 
in Europe. This roundabout is located in the cen- 
tral part of town and at one point was cluttered 
with street signs directing drivers and pedestri- 
ans where to go. It is thus not surprising that this 
intersection experienced a great deal of conges- 
tion and a notoriously high number of traffic 
accidents. In hopes of improving the safety of 
this intersection, city authorities decided to 
remove all of the signs and advertisements 
located in the intersection, thus removing many 
of the drivers’ visual distractions. Intriguingly, 
this intervention was successful at reducing the 
number of traffic accidents, likely because remov- 
ing the traffic signs from the intersection not 
only reduced the amount of distractions (i.e., 
reduced drivers’ cognitive load), but it also led to 
increased fear in drivers because there were no 
longer traffic signs directing them where to go. 
Therefore, the absence of traffic signs necessi- 
tated that drivers be more cautious and attentive, 
which resulted in a noticeable improvement in 
the safety of the intersection. 

It is relatively easy to recognize how fear can 
be inherently positive in some contexts, but what 
about depressive symptoms—can insights about 
the positive shine through here too? Without 
question, depression is an extremely debilitating 
disorder that can affect many aspects of a per- 
son's life (e.g., mood, energy level, appetite, sleep, 
concentration). In fact, by the year 2020, depres- 
sion is projected to be the second leading cause of 
disability worldwide (Murray & Lopez, 1997). 
Given its impairing nature, it is not surprising 
that psychopathology researchers have primar- 
ily focused on understanding the negative impact 
that this disorder has on people and society. 
Understandably so, it seems hardly intuitive to 
question the ways in which depression can have 
a positive impact on a person’s life. Wrosch and 
Miller (2009), though, tackled this very question 
by conducting a longitudinal study of depressive 
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symptoms and goal-disengagement capacities 
in adolescents. They found that adolescents 
who had high baseline levels of depressive symp- 
tomatology experienced an increase in goal- 
disengagement capacities over time (i.e., they 
were better able to adjust to unattainable goals), 
and they also found that this increase in goal- 
disengagement capacities predicted a later reduc- 
tion in depressive symptoms. It is important to 
note that these findings are not meant to discount 
the debilitating nature of depressive symptoms; 
on the contrary, these findings act as a compel- 
ling example that there are insights about the 
positive that can be learned by looking at some- 
thing that is traditionally conceptualized as neg- 
ative in a different light. 

Indeed, there is much that positive psychology 
researchers can learn by keeping their eyes open 
to the negative. In a sense, immersing oneself in 
an unfamiliar domain provides a new contextual 
environment whereby an individual can begin to 
see his or her own domain in a new light. While 
the venture of positive psychology researchers 
into the negative is undoubtedly important in 
and of itself, it is even more important for posi- 
tive psychology researchers to use the insights 
they learned from the negative to inform their 
research on the positive. It is through this “double 
duty” of looking to both the positive and the 
negative that integration between the two 
domains begins to take place, and it is through 
such integration that science can be advanced. 

This is not to let psychopathology researchers 
off the hook, though—they too are held account- 
able, as psychopathology researchers far too often 
remain submerged within their own domain. 
Like Faulkner—and like Dante and Agamemnon 
(the latter reluctantly, with the “dog woman’s” 
help)—psychopathology researchers have amply 
and capably documented a kind of agony: psy- 
chopathology. That psychopathology is agoniz- 
ing is hardly contestable (e.g., major depression 
is associated with more suffering and impair- 
ment than any medical condition save heart dis- 
ease (Hays, Wells, Sherbourne, Rogers, & Spritzer, 
1995); that psychopathology researchers have 
adequately “seen” it (i.e., theorized and scien- 
tized about psychopathology) is also difficult to 
dispute (e.g., workable treatments for several 
major disorders have emerged). Although suc- 
cessfully plumbing the depths of the negative, 
psychopathology researchers have nonetheless 
stopped short of their full mission and potential. 
In fervent hope of relieving human suffering, 
psychopathology researchers have far too often 
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not allowed the positive to inform their work. 
Therefore, just as Dante emerged blinking from 
the ninth and final circle of hell into the starry 
night, and just as Faulkner used the grotesque to 
point up the virtuous, so we suggest that psycho- 
pathology researchers should both study psy- 
chopathology and simultaneously draw out its 
general implications for human nature and mind, 
regardless of whether such implications relate to 
the disordered or to the normative. 

We thus argue in this chapter that both positive 
psychology and psychopathology researchers 
need to emerge from the confines of their own 
domain and allow their work to be informed by 
both the positive and the negative. Just as positive 
psychology researchers should venture from the 
comfort of the starry night sky into the depths of 
the negative, so too should psychopathology 
researchers emerge from the “ninth circle” and 
allow the positive to inform their work. Therefore, 
we are advocating for a new “woman with dog's 
eyes,” who props open researchers’ eyelids to 
both the negative and the positive. 

Subtle attempts have been made in the past to 
open researchers’ eyes to both the negative and 
the positive, albeit rather unsuccessfully. In fact, 
the field of experimental psychopathology serves 
as a prime example of a domain where this goal 
of simultaneously addressing psychopathology 
and basic psychology has been occasionally men- 
tioned as a part of the field’s mission, but largely 
relegated or forgotten. Of course, there are 
exceptions, some of which we summarize, and 
from which we generalize principles that serve 
as heuristics to guide both psychopathology 
researchers and positive psychology researchers 
to simultaneously study mental disorder as well 
as general human nature. It is our sentiment that 
if both positive psychology researchers and psy- 
chopathology researchers take heed of these 
exceptions and begin to make them more of the 
rule in their respective domains, both parties will 
reap the benefits. 


Are We Stuck in These Narrowly 
Defined Missions? 


The editorial statement of the APA's lead psy- 
chopathology journal, the Journal of Abnormal 
Psychology, explicitly states that the study of 
normal processes (albeit in abnormal individuals) 
is within the journal’s area of major focus. Even 
so, this acknowledgement gets trumped by the 
remainder of the statement: “. . . studies of patient 
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CHAPTER 20. 


populations, analyses of abnormal behavior and 
hypnotic phenomena, and theoretical papers of 
scholarly substance on deviant personality and 
emotional abnormality would all fall within the 
boundaries of the journal's interests. Each article 
should represent an addition to knowledge and 
understanding of abnormal behavior in either its 
etiology, description, or change.” To reiterate: 
The study of psychopathology qua psychopa- 
thology is obviously commendable; our point is 
that it could be even more so. A similar note 
rings true in the realm of positive psychology. To 
be sure, the study of the positive qua the positive 
is also commendable, but it too could be even 
more so if positive psychology researchers sub- 
mitted to journals such as the Journal of 
Abnormal Psychology and thus gleaned more 
insights about the positive from the negative. 

Given the editorial policy, it is unsurprising 
that empirical articles have followed suit. It is dif- 
ficult indeed to find a paper in the Journal of 
Abnormal Psychology that mentions, much less 
emphasizes, normal psychological processes. In 
other words, utilizing the abnormal to illuminate 
the normal, while an explicit (yet overshadowed) 
part of the APA's flagship psychopathology jour- 
nal’s mission, is rarely accomplished. Surely, past 
behavior is the best predictor of future behavior, 
but it’s not the only predictor. For instance, in the 
realm of clinical psychology, therapeutic inter- 
ventions hold the potential to enact significant 
changes in even the most stubborn symptoms 
and behaviors. So too, a change in the mindset and 
research practices of positive psychology research- 
ers can help pave the way for this prominent psy- 
chopathology journal’s mission to be fulfilled. 

As a rule, experimental psychopathologists 
are preoccupied with psychopathology—and so 
they should remain (why wouldn't they be?). 
Additionally, positive psychologists are preoccu- 
pied with human flourishing—and so they 
should remain. However, for both positive psy- 
chologists and experimental psychopathologists, 
shuttling back and forth between the positive 
and the negative—with a “dog woman” prevent- 
ing closed eyes as overseer—may produce com- 
pounded dividends. In fact, it already has. 


There Are Exceptions: Abnormal Conditions 
Illuminate the Nature of Normal Memory 
Functioning 


Abnormalities of mental function have been cru- 
cial in illuminating basic cognitive processes, 
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particularly the structures and functions of 
normal memory. Take, as just one obvious exam- 
ple, the famous case of H.M., whose mental 
functions became abnormal indeed. H.M.'s hip- 
pocampus (among other structures) was surgi- 
cally removed (as treatment for severe epilepsy), 
leaving him with anterograde amnesia (e.g., 
H.M. was not able to remember people he had 
met since the operation) and leaving scientists 
aware that the hippocampus is a crucial anatomi- 
cal structure for the functioning of normal 
memory. Here, the abnormal (hippocampal obla- 
tion) illuminated the normal (an anatomical seat 
of normal memory functioning). 

Moreover, in addition to informing the neuro- 
anatomy of memory, the study of amnesic 
patients also has shed light on the general cogni- 
tive structure of memory (Kihlstrom, 1987). 
That is, many amnesic patients can acquire some 
new cognitive and motor skills, as well as learn 
new vocabulary items and other facts. But they 
are generally not able to remember the episodes 
in which they acquired this new knowledge. The 
amnesic syndrome thus points up the distinction 
between procedural knowledge and semantic 
memory on the one hand (which is spared), and 
the encoding of new episodic memories on the 
other hand (which is impaired). Here, too, 
the abnormal (amnesic syndrome) informs the 
normal (the structure of memory). 

Similarly, researchers studying hypnosis 
instill the abnormal in the normal by inducing 
hysteria-like states via hypnosis (cf. Kihlstrom, 
1979, 1987). Following hypnotic suggestions, 
hypnotized people may not remember that 
which occurred while they were hypnotized. 
However, their amnesia may be reversed by a 
prearranged cue to cancel the amnesia sugges- 
tion, showing that posthypnotic amnesia involves 
an impairment of memory retrieval, rather than 
an impairment of encoding or of storage. Not 
only is the memory disruption specific to 
retrieval versus encoding and storage, the dis- 
ruption is also specific regarding some but not 
other aspects of retrieval. That is, like amnesic 
patients, hypnotized people may still acquire 
procedural and semantic knowledge during hyp- 
nosis, but they do not remember the circum- 
stances under which this knowledge was acquired 
(episodic memory is disrupted). Here, the abnor- 
mal (hypnotic amnesia) is used to “carve nature 
at its joints”; that is, as a sort of arbiter that 
divides up the components of normal memory. 

The work of Ericsson and colleagues (see, e.g., 
Chase & Ericsson, 1982; Ericsson & Kintsch, 1995; 
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Ericsson & Lehmann, 1996), although not on 
psychopathology, also illustrates the principle of 
the abnormal illuminating the normal. These 
researchers trained normal undergraduates to be 
“abnormal”; more specifically, undergraduates 
selected to be of approximately average intelli- 
gence (e.g., average SAT scores) were trained to 
possess an abnormal intellectual attribute—the 
ability to recall a series of digits, with each digit 
stated at approximately one-second intervals, of 
more than 80 digits! Traditional models of short- 
and long-term memory have difficulty account- 
ing for this and related phenomena. On the basis 
of this and other evidence, Ericsson and col- 
leagues delineated a new memory mechanism, 
termed long-term working memory, which 
allows for cognitive products to be stored in 
long-term working memory and be kept selec- 
tively accessible by means of retrieval cues acti- 
vated during ongoing thought processes. One 
implication of this view is that world-class per- 
formers (e.g., international chess masters) are 
not born with unusual capacities, but rather 
acquire (through years of particular forms of 
practice) the ability to rapidly encode relevant 
information in long-term memory in a way that 
it can be efficiently accessed with retrieval cues 
when needed. These researchers began with the 
normal, instilled the abnormal, and thereby 
learned about the process and structure of a new 
memory mechanism. 


It's Not Just Memory: Two Examples from Our 
Own Psychopathology Research Program on 
the Cusp of the “Ninth Circle” 


Suicide, “Perceived Burdensomeness,” 
and the Need to Contribute as a 
Fundamental Motive 


According to the Interpersonal Theory of Suicide 
(Joiner, 2005; Van Orden et al., 2010), in order 
for an individual to make a lethal suicide attempt, 
he or she must have both the desire to die by 
suicide and the ability to do so. The theory posits 
that if individuals simultaneously hold the two 
specific psychological states of perceived burden- 
someness and thwarted belongingness for a long 
enough time, they will develop a “desire for 
death.” Having a desire for death, however, is not 
sufficient for a person to make a lethal suicide 
attempt. An individual must also have the ability 
to die by suicide, which is acquired through 
experiences that lead to increased physical pain 
tolerance and decreased fear of death. 
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While on the surface, the Interpersonal Theory 
of Suicide appears to be a theory geared toward 
understanding the psychopathology found at the 
deepest point of the “ninth circle,” this appear- 
ance is deceiving, as valuable insights about the 
positive can be gleaned from this theoretical 
framework. For instance, this research illumi- 
nates the fact that the “need to contribute” (i.e., 
mattering) is strong—so strong, in fact, that 
someone may resort to ending his or her own 
life if the need is not satisfied. This insight about 
the positive can be gleaned by studying one of 
the theory's three primary components— 
perceived burdensomeness. 

Patients with suicidal symptoms often believe 
that they are a burden on others—almost as if 
they are a heavy weight shackled to the ankles of 
the people in their lives. This feeling of burden- 
someness tends to lead individuals with suicidal 
symptoms to believe that their death will be a 
relief for others in that the burden will be 
removed. Tragically, though, this perception that 
one is a burden is often just that—a mistaken 
perception of reality. While mistaken, the per- 
ception of burdensomeness is very real for those 
who experience it, as these individuals tend to 
make the mental calculation that their death 
would be worth more than their life to their 
family, friends, and/or society. 

Indeed, there is a great deal of empirical sup- 
port linking perceived burdensomeness to the 
desire for death and suicidal behavior. For 
instance, in a clinical sample of young adults, 
Joiner and colleagues (2009) found that the 
three-way interaction of thwarted belonging- 
ness, perceived burdensomeness, and acquired 
capability predicted whether or not participants’ 
current suicidal crises involved suicide attempts 
above and beyond depression, hopelessness, and 
borderline personality disorder features. This 
study thus provides compelling evidence not 
only for the role of perceived burdensomeness in 
suicidal behavior but also for the Interpersonal 
Theory of Suicide more broadly. Additionally, a 
study looking at the content of suicide notes 
found that compared to the notes of non-lethal 
attempters, the notes of lethal attempters were 
more likely to be characterized by a perception of 
burdensomeness (Joiner, Pettit, Walker, Voelz, 
Cruz, Rudd et al., 2002). 

Providing further support for the role of per- 
ceived burdensomeness in suicidal ideation and 
behavior, there is evidence that economic reces- 
sions are associated with increased suicide risk, 
but only those recessions that produce marked 
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elevations in negative outcomes such as job 
losses and home foreclosures (American 
Association of Suicidology, 2009). What these 
negative outcomes have in common is that they 
have the potential to make a person feel as 
though he or she is a burden on his or her family, 
friends, and/or society. For instance, a man who 
loses his job may believe that he is a financial and 
emotional burden on his spouse and family, and 
people experiencing a home foreclosure may 
feel as though they are a burden on the family 
and friends with whom they are staying until 
they find another place to live. Similarly, Bastia 
and Kar (2009) conducted a psychological 
autopsy study of suicidal hanging and found that 
unemployment, prolonged illness, failure on 
examinations with long-term consequences, 
dowry disputes, and relationship and financial 
problems were most frequently associated with 
hanging. Again, a common thread of burden- 
someness runs through the factors that were 
found to be most frequently associated with 
hanging. 

Indeed, all of this seems quite awful on the 
surface, but we argue that this research on per- 
ceived burdensomeness and suicide goes beyond 
the “ninth circle” in that it points out that “the 
need to contribute” is so strong that when it is 
thwarted, one may develop a desire for death. 
Therefore, this research highlights the impor- 
tance of fulfilling one’s “need to contribute.” 
Fulfilling this need may not seem so positive on 
the surface, but a closer look reveals that its ful- 
fillment is a necessary foundation on which 
human flourishing can be built. For instance, 
how can people flourish if this thwarted need 
contributes to them ending their life? Thus, this 
research on perceived burdensomeness and sui- 
cide provides just one example of how positive 
psychology researchers can glean insights about 
the positive (i.e., the foundational nature of mat- 
tering in human flourishing) by looking to 
research on the negative. This example is also 
pertinent to psychopathology researchers in that 
it demonstrates the importance of presenting 
their findings in more general outlets so that 
others can glean insights from them. 


Self-Verification and Bulimic Symptoms: Do 
Bulimic Women Play a Role in Perpetuating 
Their Own Dissatisfaction and Symptoms? 


Similar to our research on perceived burden- 
someness and suicide, our research on self- 
verification and bulimic symptoms provides an 
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additional example of how insights about the 
positive can be gleaned from the negative. Why 
are bulimic symptoms so persistent? Self- 
verification theory (e.g., Swann, Stein-Seroussi, 
& Giesler, 1992) provides one possible answer. 
An intriguing possibility is that bulimic women, 
in an effort to meet self-verification needs, solicit 
information from others that perpetuates their 
body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem, and 
thus their bulimic symptoms. Bulimic women 
clearly experience self-esteem problems—prob- 
lems that involve physical appearance and body 
satisfaction, and also include other aspects of 
self-esteem. But is it possible that bulimic women 
structure interpersonal discourse such that these 
negative views—views that by all accounts are 
quite painful--are stabilized and perpetuated? 
Isn't this the last thing a bulimic woman would 
want (by all clinical accounts, it is)? With a goal 
of providing a preliminary answer to these ques- 
tions, we conducted a study that looked at the 
relationship between interest in negative feed- 
back, bulimic symptoms, and body dissatisfac- 
tion (Joiner, 1999). 

There were three primary findings. First, 
results showed that interest in negative feedback 
from others (including but not limited to feed- 
back regarding physical appearance) was corre- 
lated with bulimic symptoms and body 
dissatisfaction, thus suggesting that bulimic 
women—despite grave concerns about physical 
appearance—may preferentially solicit negative 
feedback from others. Second, it was found that 
women who expressed interest in negative feed- 
back at one point in time were more vulnerable 
than other women to future increases in body 
dissatisfaction and bulimic symptoms, thus sug- 
gesting that negative feedback seeking is involved 
in instigating and perpetuating the occurrence of 
bulimic symptoms. Finally, it was found that the 
relation between interest in negative feedback 
and bulimic symptom increases was mediated by 
changes in body dissatisfaction. 

Overall, these results show that bulimic women 
may get caught in a vicious cycle wherein they 
need the very interpersonal responses that serve to 
maintain or exacerbate their symptoms. An excru- 
ciating dilemma thus emerges: Either sacrifice self- 
confirmation needs and thus escape from bulimia, 
or meet self-confirmation needs at the price of 
bulimia. Why don’t bulimic women choose the 
former option (i.e., sacrifice self-confirmation and 
escape bulimia)? According to Swann and col- 
leagues (1992), the self-confirmation motive is 
extremely difficult to overcome because it serves 
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fundamental human needs for predictability, cer- 
tainty, and a consistent identity. 

A main point of this study, then—and the 
reason it is relevant to this chapter—is that this 
study illuminates the fact that the desire for self- 
verification is so fundamental to human nature 
that bulimic women will seek the very feedback 
they dread in order to satisfy it. In the case of 
bulimic women, the act of seeking feedback con- 
sistent with their negative self-views perpetu- 
ates their bulimic symptoms. However, for 
individuals with a positive self-view, the act of 
seeking self-verification lays a foundation for 
human flourishing. In other words, without first 
fulfilling the need for self-verification, individu- 
als would likely not be capable of developing the 
very strengths that positive psychology research- 
ers study. Therefore, without looking to the neg- 
ative to glean insights about the positive, it 
would be difficult to gain a comprehensive 
understanding of just how vital the desire for 
self-verification really is for people. Thus, our 
research on self-verification in bulimic women 
not only provides an example of the potential 
that exists for positive psychology researchers to 
glean insights about the positive from the nega- 
tive, but it also highlights how important it is for 
psychopathology researchers to bring their own 
research findings back from the negative and 
into the positive. 


Moving Forward 


As is evidenced by the research programs 
described above, it is clear that when researchers 
keep their eyes open to both the negative and the 
positive, new insights about both psychopathol- 
ogy and basic psychology have the potential to 
shine through. What steps, then, can be taken in 
order for more positive psychology researchers 
and psychopathology researchers to follow suit 
and keep their eyes open to the negative and the 
positive? Attention to the following principles 
may prop open researchers’ eyes to the negative 
and the positive in their respective domains. 


Heuristic Principles: A Dog Woman for 
Psychopathology Researchers 


1. Psychopathology opens a window into what 
is normally obscure. Indeed, there are 
insights about the general that would not 
have been possible without studying the 
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negative. For instance, consider again the 
example of H. M., whereby the removal of 
the patient’s hippocampus led to the 
localization of memory in the brain. Without 
awareness of the memory deficits that H. M. 
exhibited after his surgery, an insight such as 
this would have been very difficult to learn. 
Laurence Miller poignantly emphasized this 
point as well when he stated, “By the deficits, 
we may know the talents, by the exceptions, 
we may discern the rules, by studying 
pathology we may construct a model of 
health. And—most important—from this 
model may evolve the insights and tools we 
need to affect our own lives, mold our own 
destinies, change ourselves and our society 
in ways that, as yet, we can only imagine” 
(found in the introduction of Ramachandran 
and Blakeslee [1999]). It is important that 
both positive psychology researchers and 
psychopathology researchers alike take the 
words of Laurence Miller to heart when 
conducting research. Thus, positive 
psychology researchers should look to 
research on the negative, mindful of the 

fact that it can open up a window to what 

is normally obscure; similarly, 
psychopathology researchers must 
remember to bring their findings back from 
the negative and relate them to the positive. 


. Psychopathology as test case for 


universality. Scientific psychologists, 
particularly social psychologists, have 
proposed fundamental human motives that 
are universal. For example, Swann (1983) 
has argued that self-confirmation is a basic 
and universal motive, and similarly, 
Baumeister and Leary (1995) have argued 
that the need to belong is a fundamental 
human motive. If these motives are truly 
universal, then they should still be visible, 
even when they are placed in grave danger 
of refutation. One way of placing these 
motives in grave danger of refutation is to 
use psychopathology as a test case for 
universality. If such motives are visible 
within cases of severe psychopathology, 
then this bolsters their case for universality. 
The two examples we provided from our 
own research program have done just 
that—for instance, our lab’s work on 
perceived burdensomeness and suicide has 
highlighted the universality of a person’s 
need to contribute, and our lab’s work on 
self-verification in bulimic women has 
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highlighted the universality of the need for 
self-confirmation. As this body of research 
has shown, these motives are so fundamental 
to humans that when they are thwarted, 
people are willing to subject themselves to 
undesirable feedback, and sometimes even 
death. If both positive psychology 
researchers and psychopathology researchers 
keep this heuristic in mind and use 
psychopathology as a test case for the 
universality of both positive and negative 
processes, new insights about the positive 
and the negative can be gleaned that will 
benefit the field as a whole. 


. Psychopathology as exaggeration. When 


considering different forms of 
psychopathology, insights about the general 
can be more easily gleaned by both positive 
psychology researchers and psychopathology 
researchers when psychopathology is 
conceptualized as an exaggeration of normal 
functioning. Consider the example of the 
panic disorder—a syndrome in which people 
experience terrifying episodes of anxiety 
from “out of the blue”—and the faulty 
suffocation alarm system (Klein, 1993). All 
people have a suffocation alarm system, but 
for most individuals, the alarm system is 
triggered only in instances of real danger. 
Panic disorder, however, shows us the 
possibility of an evolved or exaggerated 
suffocation alarm system that falsely alerts 
an individual of danger, thus inducing panic 
at random and unnecessary times. Similarly, 
fear shows us the possibility of an 
exaggerated physiological and psychological 
reaction to a stimulus, and depression shows 
us the possibility of an exaggerated negative 
mood response to stress. In each of these 
cases, it is considered normal to experience 
these reactions in well-defined situations 
(e.g., when one is truly suffocating, when the 
stimulus is truly harmful, or when grieving 
the loss of a loved one), but it is when these 
responses are exaggerated and misplaced that 
they begin to fall within the realm of 
psychopathology. Such examples provide 
evidence that it is important for both positive 
psychology researchers and psychopathology 
researchers to remain mindful of the fact 
that in some cases, psychopathology can be 
conceptualized as an exaggeration of normal 
processes. By keeping this heuristic in mind, 
a more solid path is paved for 
psychopathology researchers to relate their 
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work back to the general and for positive 
psychology researchers to trek into the 
“ninth circle” to glean insights about the 
positive from the negative. 


A Note on Limitations and Pragmatics 


Even in light of the evidence provided above for 
the utility of translating findings from psycho- 
pathology to the general, it seems only natural 
for positive psychology researchers and psycho- 
pathology researchers alike to rebut that there 
are easier ways to study normal and extraordi- 
nary processes. Why study the abnormal to learn 
about the normal and the extraordinary when 
we could just learn about the normal directly 
from the source? Without question, a great deal 
can be learned by studying normal processes in 
normal individuals, but some pieces of the puzzle 
would likely still be missing if we limited our- 
selves to this single path of research. For instance, 
our hindsight bias tells us that we would have 
eventually localized the function of memory in 
the brain even if the case of H. M. had not come 
along, but when would that discovery have been 
made, and what if it hadn't been made at all? 
Surely, there's little guarantee that full under- 
standing will come through path of least resis- 
tance, or through a single method. In order to 
create good science, it is crucial to test our 
hypotheses using multiple methods and types of 
samples. Therefore, by simply gleaning insights 
about the extraordinary from samples of flour- 
ishing individuals, we are not subjecting our 
research to a sufficient degree of scientific rigor, 
and we are allowing the field to fall short of its 
full potential. 

In order for a solid, lasting change to occur 
in the field, a dog woman must pry open the eyes 
of both positive psychology researchers and 
experimental psychopathology researchers to 
the negative and the positive from the very 
beginning--starting with their training. 
Therefore, the practical implication for positive 
psychology researchers is that they be trained 
from the very beginning to glean insights about 
the positive from the negative. The practical 
implication for psychopathology researchers is 
that they be trained to be other types of psychol- 
ogists first, then psychopathology researchers. 
Just as a horse must precede the cart that it 
tows, psychopathology researchers must begin 
to think of basic scientific psychology as the 
horse and psychopathology research as the cart. 
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The cart is placed before the horse when we dis- 
pute that psychopathology research or scientific 
clinical psychology is anything other than basic 
psychological science as applied to psychopa- 
thology. Logic tells us that putting the cart before 
the horse is a rather futile endeavor if one expects 
any progress to be made, so we too must reposi- 
tion our cart and horse in psychology so that the 
field as a whole can progress onward and con- 
tinue to advance science. 


Concluding Comment 


Like Faulkner’s Bundren family, positive psy- 
chology researchers and psychopathology 
researchers are embarking on their own separate 
journeys through the field of psychology. Positive 
psychology researchers are navigating through 
the starry night sky of the positive in one wagon, 
while psychopathology researchers are navigat- 
ing through the “ninth circle” of psychopathol- 
ogy in a separate wagon. While a great deal has 
been learned about the positive and the negative 
from these predominately separate journeys 
thus far, we contend that the field as a whole 
would benefit if positive psychology researchers 
journeyed more frequently into the “ninth 
circle” to glean insights about the positive and, 
similarly, if psychopathology researchers 
emerged more frequently from the “ninth circle” 
and related their findings to basic psychological 
science. 

Therefore, in order to create a more unified 
field of psychology, we can no longer shut our 
eyes to that which lies on the other side of our 
work. Just as psychopathology researchers 
cannot shut their eyes to the starry night of the 
positive that awaits them when they return from 
plumbing the depths of psychopathology, so, too, 
positive psychology researchers cannot inflexi- 
bly insist that only the positive be studied and 
thus shut their eyes to the negative. As research- 
ers, we must not shut our eyes because in doing 
so, we limit ourselves and risk missing important 
insights that could prove to be invaluable to the 
advancement of our field as a whole. Therefore, 
our goal in this chapter was to advocate for a new 
“woman with dog’s eyes” of sorts to open up 
researchers’ eyes to both the negative and the 
positive. Indeed, keeping our eyes open to both 
the negative and the positive is no easy feat, but 
as researchers, we must begin to take on this 
“double duty” so that findings can be translated 
and integrated across domains. As Kihlstrom 
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(1979, p. 471) fittingly said, “To the extent that 
this integration is achieved, we will have edged 
much closer to the comprehensive scientific 
understanding of human behavior and experi- 
ence that we all are seeking.” 
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Meaning and Growth within Positive 
Psychology: Toward a More Complete 


Understanding 


Crystal L. Park 


Positive psychology is an umbrella term 
for the study of positive emotions, positive 
character traits, and enabling institutions. 
Research findings from positive psychology 
are intended to supplement, not remotely 
to replace, what is known about human 
suffering, weakness, and disorder. The 
intent is to have a more complete and 
balanced scientific understanding of the 
human experience—the peaks, the valleys, 
and everything in between. We believe that 
a complete science and a complete practice 
of psychology should include an 
understanding of suffering and happiness, 
as well as their interaction, and validated 
interventions that both relieve suffering 
and increase happiness—two separable 
endeavors (Seligman, Steen, Park, & 
Peterson, 2005, p. 410) 


Those promoting positive psychology note 
that their emphasis on the positive serves as a 
balance to the broader field of psychology's 
preoccupation with the broken, aversive, and 
pathological. Emphasizing the positive aspects of 
human existence, then, has been argued to be 
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a needed corrective to the field. As reflected in 
this opening excerpt (Seligman et al., 2005), 
however, positive psychology aspires to provide 
a more complete understanding of human beings 
that encompasses both the highs and the lows. 
However, many of those writing about positive 
psychology have given mixed messages about 
what positive psychology is and how much 
room there truly is for integrating the full 
range of experiences (Lazarus, 2003; Seligman & 
Pawelski, 2003). 

True, some researchers have made explicit 
efforts to locate the “negative” within positive 
psychology (e.g., Joseph & Linley, 2004) and 
have striven to show how positive psychological 
approaches can speak to both trauma and suffer- 
ing (Joseph & Linley, 2005). In their lead article 
inaugurating the Journal of Positive Psychology, 
Linley and his colleagues highlighted this effort 
at integration (Linley, Joseph, Harrington, & 
Wood, 2006) by defining positive psychology 
as “the scientific study of optimal human func- 
tioning . . . it aims to redress the imbalance in 
psychological research and practice by calling 
attention to the positive aspects of human func- 
tioning and experience, and integrating them 
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with our understanding of the negative aspects 
of human functioning and experience” (p. 3). 

However, an underlying emphasis on the posi- 
tive in isolation characterizes much of the posi- 
tive psychology literature (e.g., Gable & Haidt, 
2005). This lack of balance persists in spite of 
the oft-expressed desire of positive psychology 
enthusiasts to promote a view of the whole spec- 
trum of human experiences as put forth by 
Seligman and his colleagues (2005). For example, 
there is an intensive focus on happiness (e.g., 
Peterson et al., 2005), flourishing (e.g., Keyes & 
Haidt, 2003), positive emotions (Fredrickson, 
1998, Fredrickson et al., 2003), and gratitude 
(e.g, Emmons & McCullough, 2004). Further, 
writers from the positive psychology perspective 
argue that these positive aspects of experience 
are important in their own right, rather than 
only in contrast to, or as protection against, the 
negative aspects of life (Gable & Haidt, 2005). 
In spite of avowed interest in a more comprehen- 
sive understanding, and in spite of some positive 
psychologists’ efforts at integration, most of the 
writings and research within positive psychol- 
ogy fail to include or even acknowledge the full 
range of experiences (Wong, 2007), perhaps 
because of positive psychologists’ stated inten- 
tion to emphasize the positive. 

In this chapter, I assess the present state of 
integration within positive psychology regard- 
ing one particular aspect of human experience, 
meaning, which is central to human existence, 
regardless of the valence of that existence. 
I examine the extent to which meaning is ade- 
quately captured in positive psychology perspec- 
tives and then describe what seems to be missing 
from this view at present. As a potential remedy, 
I propose the grounding of positive psychologi- 
cal inquiry into issues of meaning and meaning 
making in an existential spiritual framework. 
Such a framework could bridge the fairly exten- 
sive but distinct work being conducted on mean- 
ing and stress-related growth and that on positive 
psychology, benefitting both areas of inquiry. 
I conclude with ideas about how research on 
meaning, so framed, might move forward. 


Taking Stock 


Many well-intentioned positive psychologists 
have repeatedly tried to set me straight by 
telling me that suffering and negative 
emotions are beyond the parameters of 
positive psychology, which is a ‘science of 
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positive subjective experiences, positive traits, 
and positive institutions’ (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 5). Resistance 
toward negative emotions and experiences 
comes from a narrow interpretation of... 
American positive psychology and a culture 
obsessed with personal happiness and success 
(Wong, 2007, p. 236). 


In this section, I take stock of the extent to which 
positive psychology approaches to meaning have 
incorporated the full range of human experience, 
particularly with reference to meaning. I first 
describe the current state of the literature within 
positive psychology on meaning, and identify the 
perspectives that positive psychology is currently 
missing. These missing perspectives include 
(1) Breadth of focus: In positive psychology 
approaches, the construct of meaning is typically 
operationalized using measures of “meaning in 
life” that essentially assess individuals’ feeling or 
sense that their life has purpose or meaning. 
However, meaning encompasses much more than 
feelings. As will be discussed below, meaning also 
refers to individuals’ understanding of the world 
and their place in it as well as their value systems 
and hierarchies of strivings and goals. (2) Depth 
of focus: Positive psychology research on mean- 
ing has not typically been grounded in underly- 
ing philosophies or worldviews. Most of these 
studies of meaning exclude or ignore the basis of 
meaning in the deeper givens or essential truths 
of human existence. This oversight of many of 
these studies renders the contribution to our 
understanding of this central aspect of human 
experience meager and superficial. (3) Dynamic 
understanding: Only by studying meaning sys- 
tems in action, during highly stressful times, can 
the full functioning and impact of meaning 
become apparent. In addition, only by examining 
meaning making as a broad set of processes fol- 
lowing a stressful experience can we understand 
stress-related or post-traumatic growth, the most 
commonly studied aspect of meaning making 
(Park, Edmondson, Fenster, & Blank, 2008) in 
context rather than in isolation. 


Current Positive Psychology Approaches 
to Meaning 


Meaning in life has long been a topic of research 
interest among psychologists, and a great deal of 
research on various aspects of meaning in life 
has accumulated (see McNight & Kashdan, 2009; 
Steger, 2009, and Park, 2005 and 2010, for reviews). 
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Specifically within positive psychology, the focus 
on meaning has usually been in the context of 
happiness, contrasting eudemonia (the pursuit of 
happiness through meaning, the use of one’s 
strengths and virtues toward achieving a greater 
good) with hedonism (the pursuit of happiness 
through pleasure) (Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 
2005; Seligman, Parks, & Steen, 2004). In addi- 
tion, some positive psychologists have examined 
meaning in terms of its pursuit and possession 
(e.g., Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006) and its 
associations with positive affect (e.g., King, Hicks, 
Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006). 

Meanwhile, a line of research outside of the 
positive psychology tradition focusing on mean- 
ing making has proliferated in recent years (see 
Park, 2005, for a review). Meaning making con- 
cerns the processes of coping with stressful cir- 
cumstances by changing one’s global beliefs and 
goals or one’s appraisal of particular situations 
(Park, 2005), as will be detailed below. However, 
this topic has not been framed as a province of 
positive psychology nor been examined in the 
context of positive psychological functioning. 
The single exception to this separation of 
positive psychology and meaning making is 
research on stress-related growth, which has 
proliferated in the past 15 years (Helgeson, 
Reynolds, & Tomich, 2006; Park, 2009). Stress- 
related growth concerns the positive changes that 
people report experiencing following adverse 
events. Some research on growth has been framed 
from a positive psychology perspective, notably 
the work of Joseph and Linley and their colleagues. 
For example, Joseph and Linley (2005) used a the- 
oretical construct, organismic valuing, to explain 
stress-related growth, positing that humans pos- 
sess an inherent motivation toward growth. 


What's Missing in Current Positive Psychology 
Approaches to Meaning 


Clearly, life is not all sunshine and happiness; 
struggle and suffering invariably constitute a 
significant portion of human experience. While 
positive psychologists do not deny these reali- 
ties, they frequently ignore or overlook them in 
discussions of positive psychology. In general, 
these aspects of human experience that might be 
described as “negative” are poorly integrated 
with those aspects that are typically the focus 
of positive psychology. Absent is a serious and 
sustained effort to integrate both sides—positive 
human experience in the context of negative 
(or vice versa). 
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Although balance is often the stated goal of 
positive psychology (e.g., Linley et al., 2006), 
there is inherent tension or ambivalence about 
the role of struggle and suffering in this sub- 
discipline, reflected in Seligman et al.’s (2005) 
above-quoted description of positive psychology. 
The integration of the focus on the positive with 
stress and trauma is a lofty goal, but as Seligman 
intimates, in many ways they remain separate 
endeavors. It is rarely acknowledged that posi- 
tive aspects of human experience (e.g., positive 
emotions, gratitude and appreciation, harmony) 
exist in a dialectical relationship with negative 
aspects (Wong, 2007). That is, positive states 
are especially—or even exclusively—positive in 
contrast to the alternative (i.e., felt more acutely 
when the possibility of their opposite is salient; 
Janoff-Bulman & Berger, 2000). This lack of 
integration is clearly seen in the ways that mean- 
ing is typically discussed within the context of 
positive psychology, as reviewed above. These 
three missing perspectives of meaning (breadth, 
depth, and dynamic understanding), detailed 
below, all stem from this lack of integration and 
all impede our understanding of meaning. 

(1) Breadth. Meaning is often described as 
referring to a purposeful life (e.g., Poseck, 
Baquero, & Jiménez, 2006) or as being connected 
to causes greater than oneself (e.g., Peterson 
et al., 2005). Yet meaning comprises much more 
than a subjective feeling, although this is clearly 
one important aspect of meaning. As conceptual- 
ized by many writers outside of positive psy- 
chology, global meaning encompasses beliefs 
and goals as well as subjective feelings of pur- 
pose or meaning in life (Halama, 2002; Park & 
Folkman, 1997). These facets of meaning are 
clearly complex and interdependent, and all are 
important, yet current positive psychology 
approaches to meaning typically do not include 
any focus on broader systems of meaning. 

(2) Depth. Even in research explicitly focusing 
on the subjective sense aspect of meaning, posi- 
tive psychologists have not securely grounded 
this research in a deeper understanding of the 
roots of meaning. That is, very little research 
within positive psychology has examined the 
underlying sources of meaning or traced the 
philosophical or spiritual antecedents of mean- 
ing. Although some positive psychologists have 
reviewed the background in which a sense of 
meaning may be found (e.g., King et al., 2006; 
Steger & Frazier, 2005), the studies themselves 
rarely delve into the deeper aspects of meaning, 
but rather use meaning as a starting point for 
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work on other positive psychology topics, such as 
happiness and positive affect (e.g., King et al., 
2006). Aside from a few notable exceptions (e.g., 
Steger & Frazier’s 2005 study of religiousness 
as a precursor to meaning), very little work has 
delved into the underpinnings of meaning in life. 

This lack of interest in meaning per se and the 
minimal grounding of work on meaning may, in 
part, be traced to positive psychology’s general 
disinterest in spirituality. Although spirituality 
is listed as one of the 24 character strengths in 
the VIA Classification (http://www.viastrengths. 
org/VIAClassification/tabid/56/Default.aspx), 
there has been little discussion of spirituality 
in the positive psychology literature (cf., van 
Dierendonck & Mohan, 2006). An authentic 
understanding of meaning requires more sus- 
tained and intentional attention to its deeper 
sources including, perhaps, its wellspring in spir- 
itual existence. 

(3) Dynamic understanding. Although posi- 
tive psychology topics are usually examined in a 
positive context, some positive psychologists 
have framed their areas of study within negative 
life events. For example, optimism has been stud- 
ied extensively in the context of illness (e.g., 
Culver, Carver, & Scheier, 2003) and other stress- 
ful life events (e.g., Riolli, Savicki, & Cepani, 
2002). Also, some work on positive emotions has 
examined their maintenance in the face of stress- 
ful life circumstances (e.g., Tugade & Fredrickson, 
2004), and, by its nature, stress-related growth 
research is conducted within the context of aver- 
sive life events (Park, 2009). However, in the 
main, positive psychology has not been con- 
cerned with how positive psychological aspects 
function because of, in spite of, in the midst of, 
or in the aftermath of profoundly difficult and 
aversive life experiences. 

Even those studies that examine positive psy- 
chology topics within the context of stress tend 
to overlook the true reality of both the positive 
and negative nature of the situation. For exam- 
ple, the vast majority of studies on stress-related 
growth, while giving a nod to the unfortunate 
circumstances that led to the positive life changes 
reported, rarely attend to the grievous suffering 
of the participants. Studies rarely simultaneously 
focus on both sides of the impact of a stressful 
experience. Zebrack and Cella (2005) captured 
this sentiment in discussing the paradox of cancer 
survivorship, which entails a great sense of sad- 
ness, physical losses, and anxiety along with a 
sense of gratitude and personal growth, all driven 
by the experience. Studies seem to come down 
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on one side or the other but rarely capture the 
entirety of the experience. 

This lack of deep inquiry into the ways that 
positive psychological aspects play out in the 
context of negative life events means that posi- 
tive psychology misses the opportunity to 
understand the processes by which these positive 
aspects may make their greatest difference to 
people—in times of great difficulty or suffering. 
For example, work by Susan Folkman and her 
colleagues (e.g., Billings, Folkman, Acree, & 
Moskowitz, 2000) has shown how positive emo- 
tions often exist in the midst of giving care to 
one’s partner dying of AIDS and can, in fact, sus- 
tain and nurture those caregivers. While under- 
standing happiness in the abstract or in good 
times may be valuable, surely understanding 
happiness when the going gets rough is at least 
equally valuable. Further, the processes of adap- 
tation that unfold within the context of such 
highly stressful situations provide invaluable 
information regarding how these positive aspects 
arise and change over time. This area of study, 
meaning making, involves the illumination of 
these processes (Park, 2010), which has not been 
a province of positive psychologists. 


Moving Forward: Toward a More Complete 
Understanding of Meaning 


Any perspective on life that elevates the rich 
possibilities of existence without reference to 
its limiting factors perpetuates a fantasy 
(Bretherton & Orner, 2004, p. 420). 


Adding these three identified missing perspec- 
tives on meaning to the current work within 
positive psychology yields a vision of a more 
complete psychological science. I use the remain- 
der of this chapter to provide suggestions for 
restoring these three missing perspectives on 
meaning within positive psychology. It is impor- 
tant to note that many related ideas have been 
voiced over the years by humanistic psycholo- 
gists and others, but to date have not been put 
into a rigorous scientific framework. Positive psy- 
chology now has the empirical tools to build a 
more complete science of meaning (Wong, 2007). 


Breadth 


As noted above, meaning involves much more 
than simply a feeling or subjective sense. Human 
meaning systems are complex and involve a whole 
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orienting system of beliefs and goals as well as 
feelings. Positive psychology should embrace the 
broader concept of meaning systems to better 
explore their role in optimal psychological func- 
tioning. The global beliefs aspect of meaning (also 
called “assumptive worlds,” “personal theories,” 
or “worldviews”; see Koltko-Rivera, 2004, for a 
review) comprises the core schemas through 
which people interpret their experiences. Global 
beliefs involve one’s views on fairness, justice, 
luck, control, predictability, coherence, benevo- 
lence, identity, and personal vulnerability. The 
global goals aspect of meaning involves internal 
representations of one’s desired long-term pro- 
cesses, events, or outcomes (Austin & Vancouver, 
1996). Goals may be desired states that one 
already possesses and seeks to maintain or future 
states one hopes to attain (Klinger, 1998; Karoly, 
1999). Common global goals include relation- 
ships, health, work, wealth, knowledge, and 
achievement (Emmons, 2003). The third aspect 
of global meaning, the subjective sense, refers 
to feelings of “meaningfulness,” direction, or 
purpose in life (Klinger, 1977; Reker & Wong, 
1988). A sense of meaningfulness derives from 
seeing one’s actions as oriented toward or in the 
service of reaching a desired future state or goal 
(Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003; cf. 
King et al., 2006). 


Depth 


To add heft to positive psychology’s take on 
meaning, I concur with Wong (2007), who argued 
that a mature positive psychology needs to 
incorporate suffering. Wong (2007) asserted that 
if positive psychology is to address the chal- 
lenges and potential of human beings, it must 
embrace the paradoxical nature of an authentic 
life, with its potential for misery as well as joy. 
Such contrary experiences can coexist and, in 
fact, as noted above, may be dependent on one 
another to be fully experienced. Drawing on the 
work of Viktor Frankl (1963), Wong (2007) pro- 
posed the concept of “tragic optimism” as the 
key to integrating suffering into positive psy- 
chology. Tragic optimism is “a state where hope 
and despair can coexist and in which we can 
remain optimistic, no matter how helpless and 
hopeless we feel” (p. 238). 

Pushing a little further along these lines, 
I propose that positive psychology would profit 
from a deeper grounding in spirituality, broadly 
defined.' Spirituality can be considered the search 
for understanding life’s ultimate questions and 
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the meaning and purpose of living, usually in 
the context of the transcendent or divine. This 
search often, but not always, leads to the devel- 
opment of rituals and a shared religious commu- 
nity (Larson, Swyers, & McCullough, 1997). 
Thus, spirituality encompasses the existential 
perspective promoted by Wong (2007) and others 
(e.g., Frankl, 1963; Yalom, 1980). It also encom- 
passes Eastern approaches such as Buddhism 
(Wray, 1986; Rothberg et al., 1998) as well as 
traditional Western approaches to religion (e.g., 
Zinnbauer & Pargament, 2005). Grounding the 
science of meaning in spirituality will add the 
depth missing from current approaches to mean- 
ing in positive psychology and will also facilitate 
the application of positive psychology topics into 
the study of suffering, thereby achieving the 
integration expressly desired by many positive 
psychologists (e.g., Seligman et al., 2005). 
Grounding the study of meaning in an existen- 
tial spirituality opens up many possible pathways 
for this exploration. Below I describe several spir- 
itual approaches that offer potentially fruitful 
directions for deepening the study of the positive 
psychology of meaning. A grounding of meaning 
within existential spiritual perspectives allows 
integration of positive psychology perspectives on 
meaning with those of other areas of psychology. 
Tying the study of meaning to these deeper aspects 
of spirituality will enrich our understanding of the 
ways that meaning pervades human existence. 
Existential psychology. Existential psychology 
starts with the existential fundamentals that 
humans are alone and mortal, that their lives 
have no inherent meaning, and that they have a 
terrible freedom and responsibility for their own 
lives (see Table 21.1). Equipped with such knowl- 
edge, people still manage to create meaning in 
their lives, or find belief systems that provide 
them with some of the answers to life's ques- 
tions. They develop deeply significant relation- 
ships with others in spite of the ultimate gaps 
between any two humans. They make choices 
and take responsibility for the consequences of 
those choices. Positive psychology could greatly 
contribute to understanding how people forge 
ahead with the heavy knowledge of existence. 
Buddhist psychology. Buddhist psychological 
perspectives also begin with some basic teach- 
ings regarding the nature of existence (Wray, 
1986). The Buddha’s Five Remembrances (Table 
21.2) illustrate some of these nonnegotiable 
facts. Rather than comprising “negative think- 
ing,” Boccio (2008) argues that if people embrace 
and remain aware of these Remembrances, they 
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TABLE 21.1 Four Existential Givens 


1. Mortality All humans get a finite (and all too brief) existence and must live with 
the knowledge of their approaching demise. 

2. Freedom/ Responsibility | Humans are given absolute freedom, and along with this freedom, total 
responsibility for the choices made. As two sides of the same coin, the 
terms freedom and responsibility are interchangeable. 


3. Isolation Although human nature is essentially relational, we are ultimately 
alone. 
4. Meaninglessness Humans are placed in the universe without any preordained system of 


ultimate meaning. Each person must create or discover life’s meaning 
for himself or herself. 


Copyright © 1980 Irvin D. Yalom. Reprinted by permission of Basic Books, a member of the Perseus 
Books Group. 


TABLE 21.2 The Five Remembrances of the Buddha 


I am of the nature to grow old. There is no way to escape growing old. 

Tam of the nature to have ill health. There is no way to escape ill health. 

I am of the nature to die. There is no way to escape death. 

All that is dear to me and everyone I love are of the nature to change. There is no way to escape being 
separated from them. 

My actions are my only true belongings. I cannot escape the consequences of my actions. My actions 
are the ground upon which I stand. 


Note: Adapted from Thich Nhat Hanh (1991). 
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> Beliefs 
> Goals 


Global meaning 


> Sense of meaning or purpose 


» Changes in global meaning 
> Changes in situational meaning 


Meanings made 


Appraised No 
Situational Meaning 
Meaning Making 
Yes 
Successful 
Adjustment 


Figure 21.1 Meaning Making Model (adapted from Park et al., 2008) 


of the occurrence. The appraised meaning of a 
situation may be incongruent with individuals’ 
global meaning systems (i.e., violate their global 
beliefs about the world and themselves and 
their overarching goals). The distress generated 
by perceiving incongruence between people’s 
appraisals of a particular situation and their global 
meaning initiates efforts to restore congruence 
within their meaning system. Congruence can be 
accomplished by meaning-making coping, which 
involves changing their way of understanding 
the stressor (assimilation) or by changing aspects 
of their global meaning (accommodation). The 
processes of meaning making can lead to various 
products, or meaning made, such as changes in 
one’s appraisal of the stressful event (e.g., coming 
to see it as less damaging or even, perhaps, in 
some ways fortuitous), changes in one’s global 
meaning (e.g., viewing oneself or God differ- 
ently), and stress-related growth (e.g., reordering 
one’s priorities or experiencing increased appre- 
ciation for life). Meaning making appears to lead 
to better adjustment, particularly if an adaptive 
meaning is made (see Gillies & Neimeyer, 2006, 
for a review).° 


Topics and Questions for Future Research 


Incorporating these perspectives on meaning 
within positive psychology opens the door for 
a great deal of future inquiry that will vastly 
enrich our understanding of meaning with 


knowledge that is solidly integrated within 
both positive and more traditional (“negative”) 
approaches. Below, I outline some topics that 
would profitably serve as research foci and pose 
several questions relevant to each. However, 
these questions are merely a starting point for a 
positive psychology of meaning that has real 
breadth, depth, and a dynamic process orienta- 
tion, and readers will likely come up with many 
other topics more specific to their own unique 
interests. 

Meaning Systems. In spite of many years of 
psychological research on various aspects of 
global meaning, there is very little that we can 
confidently state about human meaning systems. 
Much work is needed to better understand global 
beliefs, goals, and a sense of meaning or purpose 
and how they influence the lives people live. 

Koltko-Rivera (2004) expertly outlined 42 sep- 
arate dimensions of global beliefs that, together, 
constitute individuals’ belief systems. For many of 
these dimensions of belief, there is very little 
research. For example, we do not know much about 
how many of these beliefs develop and change 
over the lifespan. Other questions that should 
be addressed to provide a fuller understanding of 
global beliefs include: How much are individu- 
als’ beliefs based on an underlying spiritual or 
existential framework? How does adherence to 
various spiritual traditions inform individuals’ 
global beliefs? Do individuals differ in the extent 
to which their global beliefs are coherent and 
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consistent versus fragmented and contradictory? 
And what are the implications of consistency for 
well-being? 

In terms of goals, research suggests that people 
whose behavior (e.g., in terms of expenditures of 
effort, time, and money) is better aligned with 
their expressed goals are psychologically better 
off than are those less closely aligned (e.g., 
Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; Mahoney et al., 2005). 
Yet many questions remain: How aware are indi- 
viduals of their goals and purposes? How well do 
individuals’ expressed goals match with enacted 
goal-directed behaviors? Are those with more 
consistency across beliefs and goals better off 
than those whose beliefs and goals conflict with 
one another (e.g., Emmons & King, 1988)? 

Regarding the subjective sense of meaning or 
purpose, even though this aspect of meaning has 
received the lion’s share of positive psycholo- 
gists’ research attention, much remains to be 
learned. For example, how do individuals find 
and sustain a sense that their life is meaningful 
in the face of an awareness of the vast suffering 
people inevitably experience—and are currently 
experiencing around the world (Wong, 2007)? 
How do people maintain a positive sense of 
meaning and significance in the face of existen- 
tial givens such as their own mortality (see 
Tables 21.1 and 21.2)? Under what conditions 
does having knowledge and awareness of the 
inevitabilities of change and loss potentiate the 
living of a more authentic and deeply satisfying 
life? That is, why do people so often reach for 
defenses that protect them from this awareness 
(Yalom, 1980), and what enables some people to 
incorporate this awareness into being open to the 
fullness of their experience? 

Meanings made. Stress-related growth (also 
called post-traumatic growth, adversarial growth, 
and benefit-finding; Park, 2010) is by far the 
most studied product of meaning making. Even 
though research has established a great deal 
about this topic, much remains to be learned. For 
example, how does growth arise? To what extent 
are the positive changes that people report accu- 
rate? Some evidence indicates that much self- 
reported growth is illusory (Frazier et al., 2009; 
Ransom, Sheldon, & Jacobsen, 2008), but when 
is it accurate and what determines accuracy of 
growth reports? In addition, a very important 
and poorly understood issue is what reports of 
growth mean in terms of well-being. It will be 
important to simultaneously examine the effects 
of perceived positive and negative effects in tandem, 
as research suggests that negative changes occur 
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frequently in the same domains as the positive 
and, further, reported negative changes have a 
much stronger association with negative out- 
comes than do positive changes (e.g., Bellizzi, 
Miller, Arora, & Rowland, 2007). 

In addition to stress-related growth, there are 
other products of meaning making that have 
been neglected by positive psychology research- 
ers as well as more traditional researchers. Other 
meanings made include changed global beliefs, 
changed global goals, and changed views of one’s 
stressful situation. Many questions arise regard- 
ing these changes: What determines whether 
global meaning or the appraised meaning of the 
situation changes in the service of restoring 
congruence? What determines the specific types 
of changes that individuals make? How are these 
changes incorporated into a revised global mean- 
ing system? And what kinds of influences 
do pre-existing philosophical, religious, or spiri- 
tual meaning systems exert on these meanings 
made? 


Summary 


Positive psychology has already advanced our 
understanding of meaning in many ways. 
However, this approach could be vastly improved 
by including greater depth and breadth in the 
treatment of meaning and taking a more dynamic 
view of the ways that meaning is formed and re- 
formed in the context of challenging and stress- 
ful life events. These elements will produce a 
much richer and more authentic psychology of 
meaning. If positive psychology is able to grow 
in these ways, the positive psychological perspec- 
tive on meaning will cease to exist as distinct and 
rather be integrated into a fuller, richer inte- 
grated psychology (Linley et al., 2006; Seligman 
et al., 2005). 


Author note 


Many thanks to Jeanne Slattery for comments 
on an earlier version of this chapter. 


Notes 


1. Disagreements about the definition of spirituality 
and its relation to religion continue unabated in the 
psychology literature. Although far beyond the scope 
of the present chapter, interested readers are referred 
to Zinnbauer and Pargament (2005) and Hill, 
Pargament, Hood, McCullough, Swyers et al. (2000). 
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2. Clearly the effects of religiousness and spirituality 
are not all salubrious (e.g., Bushman, Ridge, Das, Key, 
& Busath, 2007). An important issue for future 
researchers is determining the circumstances under 
which religious and spiritual aspects are—and are 
not—related to health and well-being. 

3. This is a brief overview of the meaning making 
model; readers are referred to Park (2005) and (2010) 
for in-depth explication of this model. 
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Mindfulness and Positive Psychological 


Functioning 


Ruth A. Baer and Emily L. B. Lykins 


Mindfulness is typically described as a form of 
nonjudgmental, nonreactive attention to experi- 
ences occurring in the present moment, includ- 
ing cognitions, emotions, and bodily sensations, 
as well as sights, sounds, smells, and other envi- 
ronmental stimuli (Kabat-Zinn, 2005; Linehan, 
1993). The cultivation of mindfulness is a central 
component of Eastern meditation traditions and 
lies at the heart of Buddhist teachings about the 
nature of reality and human experience 
(Goldstein & Kornfield, 1987; Kabat-Zinn, 2003). 
In recent decades, instruction in mindfulness has 
become widely available in Western society 
through meditation centers offering guided 
retreats in Buddhist traditions and through 
mental health and stress-reduction programs 
that include training in secular adaptations of 
mindfulness practices. In the Buddhist tradition, 
the regular practice of mindfulness meditation is 
believed to facilitate both the relief of suffering 
and the cultivation of strengths and positive 
characteristics, including well-being, insight, 
wisdom, openness, compassion, and equanimity 
(Goldstein & Kornfield, 1987). The current psy- 
chological literature suggests that similar out- 
comes occur in secular Western settings. 
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Positive psychology is the study of optimal 
human functioning (Peterson, 2006). Recognizing 
that psychological health is more than the absence 
of disease or disorder (Peterson & Seligman, 
2004), positive psychology aims to broaden the 
scope of psychology from a long-standing empha- 
sis on pathology and distress to the study of how 
individuals and communities can flourish and 
thrive (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). One 
of the central concerns of positive psychology is 
the understanding and cultivation of human vir- 
tues, such as wisdom, courage, humanity (caring 
for others), justice, temperance (avoidance of 
excess), and transcendence, as well as their asso- 
ciated strengths of character, including open- 
mindedness, authenticity, kindness, leadership, 
self-regulation, and gratitude, among others 
(Peterson, 2006; Seligman, 2002). 

Thus, both mindfulness training and positive 
psychology are concerned with the development 
and cultivation of human strengths and adaptive 
characteristics. However, it appears that they use 
different methods. Positive psychology emphasizes 
active behavioral exercises designed to develop 
strengths and virtues. Specific examples include 
writing letters of appreciation to cultivate gratitude, 
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doing anonymous favors for loved ones to culti- 
vate kindness, organizing social events to culti- 
vate leadership, and attending lectures on 
unfamiliar topics to cultivate curiosity, among 
numerous others (Peterson, 2006). In contrast, 
although mindfulness exercises can take many 
forms, perhaps the most common practice is sit- 
ting meditation, which involves sitting quietly, 
often with the eyes closed, and directing atten- 
tion to present-moment stimuli, such as the sen- 
sations and movements of breathing. Participants 
are encouraged to notice when the mind wanders 
into daydreams or fantasies and to bring it back 
nonjudgmentally to the present moment. Bodily 
sensations, emotions, and urges will inevitably 
arise, and participants are invited to welcome 
these with an attitude of openness, acceptance, 
and willingness; to observe them closely; and to 
refrain from efforts to evaluate, change, or ter- 
minate them. Although participants are strongly 
encouraged to apply mindfulness skills to their 
activities of daily life, mindfulness training typi- 
cally does not explicitly teach specific behavior 
changes, other than those required to engage in 
the practices themselves. 

The mindfulness-based approach to personal 
development is relatively unfamiliar in Western 
culture and often seems paradoxical (Kabat-Zinn, 
2005) because of its emphasis on nonjudgmental 
acceptance rather than active striving for change. 
However, a growing body of empirical literature 
suggests that mindfulness-based approaches have 
substantial beneficial effects in many popula- 
tions. The central thesis of this chapter, therefore, 
is that mindfulness cultivates human character- 
istics that are central to positive psychology, 
including character strengths and virtues and 
psychological well-being, but that it does so 
through acceptance-based rather than change- 
based methods. Because mindfulness training 
appears to have a broad range of outcomes, 
including enhancement of positive characteris- 
tics, its potential contribution to optimal human 
functioning warrants substantially increased 
attention. In this chapter, we examine the litera- 
ture supporting this view, discuss the processes 
or mechanisms through which this may occur, 
and suggest directions for future research. 


Taking Stock 


Conceptualization of Mindfulness 


Mindfulness has been described as a state, as a trait- 
like quality, and as a set of skills. A two-component 
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model of mindfulness as a state was proposed by 
Bishop et al. (2004). The first component is the 
deliberate self-regulation of attention so that it 
remains focused on present-moment experi- 
ences. This allows for greater awareness and rec- 
ognition of mental events (thoughts, feelings, 
and sensations) as they occur. The second com- 
ponent is a curious, open, and accepting orienta- 
tion or stance toward observed experience. For 
example, if a sad feeling arises, the mindful indi- 
vidual will observe it closely, along with any 
accompanying sensations or cognitions, and will 
allow these experiences to come and go without 
attempting to avoid, suppress, or change them. 
Thus, a person in a mindful state is aware of and 
attentive to the ongoing stream of experiences 
and stimuli that are arising in each moment and 
is bringing an attitude of acceptance and open- 
ness to them, regardless of how pleasant or 
unpleasant they are. Mindfulness of unpleasant 
thoughts or emotions is not equivalent to passive 
resignation or hopelessness. Rather, it is believed 
to facilitate constructive responses, such as taking 
action to address a problematic situation (when 
appropriate) or simply allowing thoughts and 
feelings to run their natural course while recog- 
nizing that such experiences are not inherently 
harmful. 

Mindfulness has also been described as a dis- 
positional or trait-like quality. Published definitions 
and descriptions have many common elements. 
Most agree that the general tendency to be mind- 
ful includes a consistent pattern of noticing or 
attending to internal stimuli (cognitions, emo- 
tions, sensations, urges), external stimuli (sights, 
sounds, smells), and ongoing behavior. The ten- 
dency to be mindful has been contrasted with the 
tendency to behave mechanically or mindlessly, 
with attention focused elsewhere, in a manner 
often called automatic pilot (Segal, Williams, 
& Teasdale, 2002). Trait-like descriptions of mind- 
fulness also include qualities of attention that 
are brought to bear on present-moment experi- 
ences, including acceptance, openness, nonjudging, 
and nonreactivity. A growing body of literature 
suggests that individuals vary in their general 
tendency to be mindful in daily life, and that this 
tendency is positively correlated with numerous 
adaptive characteristics, including psychological 
well-being, openness to experience, emotional 
intelligence, and self-compassion, and negatively 
associated with psychological symptoms and 
maladaptive cognitive and emotional processes, 
such as rumination, thought suppression, and 
experiential avoidance (Baer, Smith, & Allen, 2004; 
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CHAPTER 22. 


Baer, Smith, Hopkins, Krietemeyer, & Toney, 
2006, Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007). 

Methods for teaching mindfulness often 
describe it as a set of skills that can be learned 
and practiced. A prominent example comes from 
dialectical behavior therapy (DBT; Linehan, 
1993), a cognitive-behavioral treatment for bor- 
derline personality disorder that incorporates 
training in several mindfulness skills. In the DBT 
framework, observing is defined as noticing or 
attending to internal and external stimuli as they 
arise. Describing refers to noting or labeling 
them with words (e.g., “here is sadness” or “self- 
critical thoughts have arisen”). Participating is 
defined as paying attention to the activities of 
the present moment, rather than behaving auto- 
matically or mindlessly, with attention focused 
elsewhere. Clients in DBT are encouraged to 
engage in these skills nonjudgmentally (without 
evaluating present-moment experiences as good 
or bad), one-mindfully (with attention focused 
on one thing at a time), and effectively (using 
skillful means). The skills-training approach 
to mindfulness suggests that with practice, 
individuals can learn to be more observant, 
accepting, and nonjudgmental of their daily 
experiences and to participate with awareness 
in their activities; that is, to adopt a mindful state 
more frequently and more consistently across 
situations. 

An alternative conceptualization of mindful- 
ness described by Langer (1989, 1997) includes 
alertness and sensitivity to context and perspec- 
tive, openness to novelty, and orientation in the 
present. Although this conception of mindfulness 
is consistent with Eastern meditative traditions in 
its emphasis on flexible awareness in the present, 
there are several important differences. Langer’s 
mindfulness interventions often involve work- 
ing with information to be learned or manipu- 
lated and may include active, goal-oriented tasks, 
such as solving problems. In contrast, approaches 
derived from Eastern meditative traditions 
often are focused on the internal experiences 
of the participants (e.g., cognitions, emotions, 
sensations) and emphasize a less goal-directed 
nonjudgmental observation. Langer (1989) has 
cautioned against drawing unwarranted parallels 
between the two forms of mindfulness. For this 
reason, Langer’s conception of mindfulness will 
not be addressed further in this chapter. Interested 
readers are referred to Langer (2002), which pro- 
vides an interesting discussion of her conception 
of mindfulness and its relationship to positive 


psychology. 
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Beneficial Effects of Mindfulness Training 


A large and growing body of literature provides 
strong evidence for the efficacy of mindfulness- 
based interventions for a wide variety of psycho- 
logical disorders, stress-related conditions, and 
maladaptive behaviors (for reviews, see Baer, 2003; 
Grossman, Niemann, Schmidt, & Wallach, 2004; 
Hayes, Luoma, Bond, Masuda, & Lillis, 2006; Lynch, 
Trost, Salsman, & Linehan, 2007). The most com- 
monly studied interventions include acceptance 
and commitment therapy (ACT; Hayes, Strosahl, 
& Wilson, 1999), DBT (Linehan, 1993), mindful- 
ness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT; Segal, 
Williams, & Teasdale, 2002), and mindfulness- 
based stress reduction (MBSR; Kabat-Zinn, 1982; 
1990). In addition, several studies suggest that the 
practice of mindfulness leads to measurable 
improvements in objective tests of attentional pro- 
cesses, including sustained attention and working 
memory (Chambers, Lo, & Allen, 2007; Valentine 
and Sweet, 1999), the attentional blink (Slagter 
et al., 2007), executive attentional control (Jha, 
Krompinger, & Baime, 2007; Tang et al., 2007), and 
alerting and orienting (Jha et al., 2007). 


Relationships between Mindfulness and 
Central Constructs in Positive Psychology 


Well-Being 


Several studies of mindfulness and psychological 
functioning have included measures of well-being. 
Subjective well-being (SWB) is composed of 
emotional responses (positive and negative 
affect), satisfaction with life, and satisfaction 
with various specific domains such as self, family, 
work, health, and leisure (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & 
Smith, 1999). Psychological well-being (PWB) 
entails perception of engagement with the exis- 
tential challenges of life and includes compo- 
nents of autonomy, environmental mastery, 
personal growth, positive relations with others, 
purpose in life, and self-acceptance (Ryff & 
Keyes, 1995). Quality of life is a related concept 
that includes subjective evaluations of multiple 
life dimensions, such as quality of psychological 
and physical health, social relationships, and 
environment (Cella, 1994). 

Several studies provide evidence of positive 
relationships between mindfulness and the vari- 
ous forms of well-being. Self-reported mindful- 
ness has been found to relate positively with SWB 
and with several of its components, such as general 
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affect, day-to-day affect, and life satisfaction 
(Brown & Kasser, 2005; Brown and Ryan, 2003). 
Participation in mindfulness- and acceptance- 
based interventions has been found to elicit 
increases in self-reported positive affect and 
quality of life in a variety of nonclinical, medical, 
and psychiatric populations (Carlson, Speca, 
Faris, & Patel, 2007; Kuyken et al., 2008; Shapiro, 
Astin, Bishop, & Cordova, 2005; Shapiro, Brown, 
& Biegel, 2007). Other studies have shown that 
individuals higher in dispositional mindfulness, 
who practice mindfulness meditation, or who 
have undergone a mindfulness-based interven- 
tion report higher levels of PWB (Baer et al., 
2008; Brown & Ryan, 2003; Carmody & Baer, 
2008; Lykins & Baer, 2009). It has also been 
suggested that attention to and engagement 
with present-moment experiences may promote 
pleasant states of flow, add clarity and vividness 
to current experience, and encourage sensory con- 
tact with life in ways that may be experienced as 
enjoyable (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Csikszentmihalyi, 
1990). 


Character Strengths and Virtues 


In order to promote the scientific study of opti- 
mal human functioning, the field of positive psy- 
chology has developed a framework for defining, 
classifying, and measuring the strengths and vir- 
tues that exemplify good character (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004). Virtues are core characteristics 
that have been recognized and endorsed by 
numerous philosophical and religious traditions. 
The six virtues in this classification system are 
wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, 
and transcendence. Each virtue is defined by three 
to five character strengths through which the 
virtue is manifested or achieved. For example, the 
virtue of wisdom is expressed through creativity, 
curiosity, love of learning, open-mindedness, and 
perspective (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), and the 
virtue of humanity is achieved through kind- 
ness, love, and social intelligence. All of the 24 
currently recognized character strengths within 
this classification system meet a set of criteria: 
They (a) contribute to fulfillment for the self or 
others, (b) are morally valued independently of 
tangible outcomes they may produce, (c) do not 
diminish others and tend to elevate those who 
witness them, eliciting admiration rather than 
jealousy, (d) have a clear opposite that is nega- 
tive, (e) are trait-like (occurring across situations 
and consistently over time), (f) are not redun- 
dant with other strengths, (g) are embodied at 
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strikingly high levels in some individuals, (h) are 
shown precociously by some children or youth, 
(i) are absent in some individuals, and (j) have 
institutions and societal practices that cultivate 
and sustain them (Peterson, 2006; Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004). 

Relationships between mindfulness and the 
strengths and virtues of this classification system 
have not been investigated in a systematic or com- 
prehensive way. However, intersections between 
these two bodies of literature can be noted and are 
summarized in the following paragraphs. 

As noted earlier, the virtue of wisdom includes 
five specific strengths: creativity, curiosity, open- 
mindedness, love of learning, and perspective. 
Theoretical and empirical work suggests interest- 
ing connections between mindfulness and some of 
these strengths. For example, Bishop et al. (2004) 
described curiosity about one's own sensations, 
cognitions, and emotions as a central component 
of mindfulness. The Toronto Mindfulness Scale 
(Lau et al., 2006) is a self-report instrument 
based on this conceptualization of mindfulness 
and includes two factors: curiosity and decenter- 
ing. Scores on both factors were shown to 
increase with participation in MBSR, and both 
were related to the extent of meditation experi- 
ence in regular practitioners. Meditation practice 
has also been shown to relate positively to the 
openness to experience domain of personality 
(Brown & Ryan, 2003; Lykins & Baer, 2009), 
which includes intellectual curiosity and recep- 
tivity to a wide range of ideas, values, and activi- 
ties (Costa & McCrae, 1992). Sugiura (2004) 
reported that a self-reported mindful stance 
toward thoughts was positively related to the 
perceived quality of problem solving, suggesting 
that mindfulness may be important in effective 
critical thinking. Finally, theoretical work has 
suggested that mindfulness should promote 
wisdom, learning, and creativity by allowing 
individuals to disengage from conditioning 
(Kristeller, 2003) and by stilling the mind, thus 
promoting optimal conditions for generative 
thinking and reflection (Fisher, 2006). 

Four specific character strengths exemplify 
the virtue of courage: bravery (valor), persis- 
tence (perseverance, industriousness), integrity 
(authenticity, honesty), and vitality (zest, enthu- 
siasm, vigor, energy). Research has demonstrated 
several connections between mindfulness and 
these strengths. Self-reported mindfulness has 
been found to relate positively with a multicom- 
ponent measure of authenticity, with higher 
scores on both mindfulness and authenticity 
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related to lower levels of verbal defensiveness 
(Lakey, Kernis, Heppner, & Lance, 2008). Heppner 
and Kernis (2007) also note that higher levels of 
self-reported mindfulness are related to higher 
levels of self-esteem, as well as more stable and 
less contingent self-esteem, meaning that feel- 
ings of self-worth are not highly vulnerable to 
challenge. Thus, authenticity is promoted by 
reducing the need for excessive self-protection 
or self-promotion (Heppner & Kernis, 2007). 
Further, higher levels of autonomously moti- 
vated behavior have been found in individuals 
higher in trait mindfulness, regardless of their 
implicitly assessed orientation toward autonomy 
or heteronomy (Levesque & Brown, 2007), again 
suggesting that mindfulness is associated with 
more authentic behavior. These findings are con- 
sistent with research on self-determination 
theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) which shows that 
autonomous motivation and a focus on intrinsic 
goals yields greater psychological health than 
behavior motivated by perceived external pres- 
sures (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 

Several studies supporting a link between 
mindfulness and vitality have also been reported, 
though the concept is often not framed posi- 
tively. Improvements in self-reported vitality 
and vigor have been demonstrated following 
mindfulness-based interventions in both medi- 
cal and nonclinical populations (Reibel, Greeson, 
Brainard, & Rosenzweig, 2001; Tang et al., 2007). 
Multiple studies have demonstrated that such 
participation leads to self-reported decreases in 
fatigue (Carlson & Garland, 2005; Kaplan, 
Goldenberg, & Galvan, 1993; Surawy, Roberts, & 
Silver, 2005), which may be inversely related to 
vitality. The strength of persistence has only 
rarely been addressed. However, high-level 
canoeists showed increased repetitions in an 
inclined rowing exercise following intervention 
with ACT (which includes mindfulness train- 
ing), though performance was similarly improved 
by a hypnotic intervention (Garcia, Villa, Cepeda, 
Cueto, & Montes, 2004). 

The virtue of humanity includes three specific 
character strengths: love (close relationships), kind- 
ness (generosity, nurturance, care, compassion), 
and social intelligence (emotional intelligence, 
understanding of others and social situations). 
Relationships between mindfulness and these 
strengths have been demonstrated. For example, 
self-reported mindfulness has been shown to be 
related to emotional intelligence (Baer et al., 
2004; Brown & Ryan, 2003). Several studies sup- 
port a link between mindfulness and kindness 
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toward the self. In fact, the concept of self- 
compassion (a caring and non-evaluative self- 
attitude) includes a mindfulness factor, along 
with components of self-kindness and common 
humanity (Neff, 2003). Given their conceptual 
overlap, it is not surprising that mindfulness- 
based interventions have been shown to increase 
self-compassion in various populations (Proulx, 
2008; Shapiro et al., 2005; Shapiro et al., 2007). 
Several authors have theorized that mindfulness 
promotes attunement, connection with others, 
closeness in relationships, and interaction styles 
that support healthy relationship functioning 
(Kabat-Zinn, 1990; Welwood, 1996), and research 
supports these assertions. For example, Shapiro, 
Schwartz, & Bonner (1998) reported increases in 
empathy in premedical and medical students 
who completed MBSR. In nondistressed couples, 
a mindfulness-based relationship enhancement 
intervention has been shown to lead to increased 
relationship satisfaction, autonomy, relatedness, 
closeness, and acceptance of one another (Carson, 
Carson, Gil, & Baucom, 2004), while higher 
levels of self-reported dispositional mindfulness 
have been shown to relate to higher levels of 
relationship satisfaction, a greater ability to 
respond to relationship stress effectively, and 
lower levels of emotional stress, both at baseline 
and during conflict (Barnes, Brown, Krusemar, 
Campbell, & Rogge, 2007). As some evidence 
suggests that physiological arousal during con- 
flict is related to subsequent consideration of 
dissolution, separation, and divorce (Gottman, 
1993), this lower level of arousal associated with 
mindfulness may be an important predictor of 
long-term relationship success. Finally, studies of 
ACT, which includes training in mindfulness skills, 
have shown reduced stigmatizing attitudes (which 
are probably negatively associated with empathy 
and compassion) among mental health profes- 
sionals and students toward people with substance 
use (Hayes, Bissett et al., 2004) and other psycho- 
logical disorders (Masuda et al., 2007). 

Three specific character strengths comprise the 
virtue of justice: citizenship (social responsibility, 
loyalty, teamwork), fairness, and leadership. Very 
little empirical work on relationships between 
mindfulness and these characteristics has been 
conducted. Bond and Bunce (2000) showed that a 
worksite ACT intervention led to increases in the 
self-reported tendency to innovate at work. Bond, 
Hayes, & Barnes (2006) provide a theoretical 
argument that increasing psychological flexibil- 
ity through ACT should facilitate adaptive orga- 
nizational behavior (which presumably includes 
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loyalty and teamwork). Boyatzis & McKee (2005) 
suggest that mindfulness (along with hope and 
compassion) can lead to enhanced leadership. How- 
ever, additional empirical examination of these 
relationships is needed. 

The virtue of temperance includes four specific 
character strengths: forgiveness/mercy, humility/ 
modesty, prudence, and self-regulation/self-control. 
We found no literature assessing relationships 
between mindfulness and first three of these 
strengths. However, the relationship between 
mindfulness and self-regulation has been 
addressed extensively, both theoretically and 
empirically. Self-regulation is guided by goals or 
standards and includes both conscious and 
unconscious processes that operate through 
feedback loops to maintain functional stability 
and adaptability to change (Carver & Scheier, 
1981; Shapiro & Schwartz, 2000). Baumeister 
(2002) describes self-regulation or self-control 
as the capacity to alter or override responses 
that various environmental conditions tend to 
evoke. Attentional control has long been recog- 
nized as critical to the processes that underlie 
regulation of behavior. Dysregulation can occur 
when internal signals are ignored, suppressed, 
or cognitively exaggerated (Shapiro & Schwartz, 
2000). The intentional cultivation of mindful 
attention may promote self-regulation by allow- 
ing for increased attentional sensitivity to psy- 
chological, somatic, and environmental cues 
(Kabat-Zinn, 1982; Linehan, 1993). It also may 
encourage awareness of stimulus-response rela- 
tionships previously associated with mindless, 
habitual, or overlearned behavior, functionally 
creating a gap between stimulus and response 
that allows the individual to choose behavior 
congruent with values, goals, or needs (Brown 
et al.; Leary, Adams, & Tate, 2006). In support of 
these ideas, Wenk-Sormaz (2005) reported that a 
mindfulness induction in a laboratory setting 
promoted less automatized and habitual respond- 
ing in word production and emotional Stroop tasks. 
Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice (1994) describe 
research showing that the intentional direction 
of attention can allow individuals to override 
unwanted responses, thus promoting more effec- 
tive self-regulation. Other research has shown 
that self-reported dispositional mindfulness is 
associated with goal setting and goal clarity (Kee 
& Wang, 2008). Chatzisarantis & Hagger (2007) 
reported that mindfulness moderated the rela- 
tionship between intentions and behavior, such 
that those higher in mindfulness were more likely 
to behave consistently with their intentions. 
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Weiss, Nordlie, & Siegel (2005) found that adults 
who participated in MBSR as an adjunct to indi- 
vidual psychotherapy showed greater gains on a 
measure of self-directed goal achievement rela- 
tive to a control group receiving individual ther- 
apy only. 

While most of the literature linking mindfulness 
and self-regulatory abilities focuses on effortful 
self-control, other work suggests that mindfulness 
may promote hypo-egoic self-regulation in which 
deliberate, conscious control over one’s behavior 
is relinquished. Leary et al. (2006) suggest that 
under some circumstances, deliberate efforts to 
control one’s own behavior can be counterpro- 
ductive. Such efforts may lead to disruption of 
complex behaviors that can be skillfully per- 
formed automatically. Thus, for example, when 
engaged in sports or music performance, it may 
be more adaptive to be absorbed in the game or 
the music than to be consciously trying to con- 
trol one’s performance. During hypo-egoic self- 
regulation, self-awareness is lowered because 
attention is focused externally on the task at 
hand. When self-focused thoughts occur, they 
tend to be concrete, present-focused, and specific 
to the immediate task (e.g., shooting the basket- 
ball), rather than abstract or ruminative (e.g., “am 
I really successful at this?” or “am I making a 
good impression?”). As a result, behavior is more 
natural, spontaneous, or automatic. An example 
of a hypo-egoic state is flow, in which ongoing 
activity requires so much concentration that 
none is available for self-consciousness or self- 
relevantthoughts(Csikszentmihalyi,Abuhamdeh, 
& Nakamura, 2005). Such states may occur nat- 
urally. However, from the perspective of self- 
regulation, the critical issue is whether individuals 
can enter such states voluntarily. The practice of 
mindfulness is theorized to cultivate the ability 
to engage in hypo-egoic self-regulation when it 
would be adaptive to do so, by focusing attention 
directly on the task at hand and engaging in 
highly concrete task-relevant thinking, when 
thinking is required (Leary et al., 2006). 

Five specific character strengths exemplify the 
virtue of transcendence: appreciation of beauty 
and excellence (awe, wonder, elevation), gratitude, 
hope (optimism, future-mindedness), humor 
(playfulness), and spirituality (religiousness, 
faith, purpose). Unfortunately, little research on 
the relationships between mindfulness and most 
of these strengths has been conducted. One study 
demonstrated that participation in a mindfulness- 
based relationship enhancement intervention 
led to higher levels of optimism in individual 
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participants (Carson et al., 2004). Leary et al. 
(2006) suggest that mindfulness practice may 
cultivate the ability to enter voluntarily into 
states of transcendence, in which the individual 
experiences a sense of oneness or unity with 
nature, the universe, or God, but no empirical 
study of this question was found. More exten- 
sive work has been done on spirituality. Several 
studies have demonstrated that participation 
in mindfulness-based interventions leads to 
increases in self-reported spirituality (Carmody, 
Reed, Kristeller, & Merriam, 2008; Carson et al., 
2004). While some research has demonstrated 
that mindfulness relates positively with religious 
values (Heaven & Ciarrochi, 2007), other work 
has shown that the variables predicting mindful- 
ness overlap little with those explaining variance 
in church attendance, with the exception of spiri- 
tual mindedness (Brinkerhoff & Jacob, 1999). 
Other research has demonstrated that engaging 
in a loving-kindness meditation practice led to 
increases in mindfulness and purpose in life 
(Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek, & Finkel, 2008). 


Is Mindfulness a Character Strength? 


Mindfulness meets most of the criteria samma- 
rized earlier for defining a character strength. 
Relationships between mindfulness and well- 
being suggest that mindfulness contributes to 
self-fulfillment. In Buddhist traditions, mindful- 
ness is embedded in a system of moral and ethi- 
cal conduct, and the practice of mindfulness is 
described as a way of cultivating compassion for 
all living beings, suggesting that mindfulness 
should not diminish others. Mindfulness appears 
to have a nonfelicitous opposite (mindlessness), 
which is associated with impulsive, automatic, 
thoughtless behavior that can be harmful to self 
and others. As noted earlier, mindfulness is often 
described as trait-like, in that some individuals 
are consistently more likely than others to be 
mindful in general daily life. Although mindful- 
ness is significantly correlated with many char- 
acter strengths, these correlations are not large 
enough to suggest that it is redundant with any 
of them. Individuals who embody extremely 
high levels of mindfulness (typically Buddhist 
monks with many years of intensive meditation 
experience) have been studied in laboratory 
research (Brefczynski-Lewis, Lutz, Schaefer, 
Levinson, & Davison, 2007; Lutz, Greischar, 
Rawlings, Ricard, & Davidson, 2004) and shown 
to have brain functions that differ substantially 
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from those of the general population. Prodigies in 
childhood have not been studied in the psycho- 
logical literature, and it is unclear whether mind- 
fulness is completely absent in some persons. 
Kabat-Zinn (2003) describes mindfulness as an 
inherent human capacity and notes that “we are 
all mindful, to one degree or another, moment by 
moment” (pp. 145-146). However, institutions 
and associated rituals for the cultivation of mind- 
fulness have existed for centuries, in the form of 
meditation centers run by recognized teachers 
who offer guidance and instruction in medita- 
tion practices described in ancient texts that have 
been preserved, translated, and discussed by gen- 
erations of scholars in many cultures. 

On the other hand, if mindfulness were defined 
as a character strength, it would be unclear to 
which virtue it should be assigned. The small 
body of literature just reviewed includes empiri- 
cal evidence and theoretical writings suggesting 
that mindfulness is related to many of the vir- 
tues in this classification system. For this reason, 
we do not propose that mindfulness should be 
defined as a character strength or a virtue. Rather, 
we suggest that mindfulness is an attentional 
stance, or a way of relating to one’s present- 
moment experiences, that probably cultivates a 
wide range of strengths and virtues. 


How Does Mindfulness Cultivate Optimal 
Psychological Functioning? 


Each of the mindfulness-based interventions 
mentioned earlier is based on theoretical founda- 
tions that suggest mechanisms or processes 
through which the practice of mindfulness 
should lead to improved psychological function- 
ing (see Baer & Huss, 2008, for a brief review). In 
addition, several theories of self-awareness can 
be useful in understanding the beneficial effects 
of mindfulness training (Brown et al., 2007). The 
concept of decentering, also known as distancing, 
disidentification, defusion (Hayes et al. 1999), or 
re-perceiving (Shapiro, Carlson, Astin, & 
Freedman, 2006), is a common element in many 
of these theoretical approaches. Decentering has 
been defined as the ability to observe one’s 
thoughts and feelings with the recognition that 
they are transitory events that do not necessar- 
ily reflect on reality, truth, or self-worth; are not 
necessarily important; and do not require par- 
ticular behaviors in response (Fresco et al., 2007). 
Decentering was recognized as an important 
concept in the early days of cognitive therapy, 
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where it was discussed primarily in relation to 
thoughts (Hollon & Beck, 1979). Decentering 
enables clients in cognitive therapy to recognize 
their negative thoughts as mental phenomena or 
ideas to be tested, rather than as aspects of the 
self or as facts. In mindfulness-based interven- 
tions, decentering is broadly defined to include 
all internal experiences (cognitions, sensations, 
and emotions), rather than just thoughts. 
Decentering reduces the behavioral impact of 
cognitions, emotions, and sensations, because 
people come to see them as events to be noticed 
but necessarily believed or acted on. Thus, par- 
ticipants in mindfulness-based therapies become 
better able to behave in accordance with their 
most deeply held values and associated goals in 
life, rather than in the service of controlling or 
avoiding their thoughts and feelings. In ACT, 
this combination of mindful acceptance of inter- 
nal experience with commitment to values- 
consistent behavior is known as psychological 
flexibility (see Hayes & Strosahl, 2004, for more 
detail). 

Regularly adopting a decentered stance toward 
internal experiences appears to have outcomes 
consistent with research literature on the forms 
and consequences of self-focused attention. 
Ingram (1990) defines self-focused attention as 
awareness of internally generated information, 
including bodily sensations, cognitions, and emo- 
tional states. The tendency to engage in excessive 
and inflexible self-focused attention is associated 
with many psychological disorders (Harvey, 
Watkins, Mansell, & Shafran, 2004) and with 
general negative affect in clinical and nonclinical 
populations (Mor & Winquist, 2002). Self- 
focused attention is closely related to rumina- 
tion, a type of unproductive, repetitive, and 
self-focused thinking that occurs in several forms 
of psychopathology (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, & 
Lyubomirsky, 2008). However,  self-focused 
attention also has positive correlates, including 
greater self-knowledge and insight (Nasby, 
1989), behavioral self-regulation (Carver & 
Scheier, 1981), and emotion regulation (Stanton, 
Danoff-Burg, Cameron, & Ellis, 1994). Several 
authors have noted that different forms of self- 
focused attention have distinct functional prop- 
erties (McFarland & Buehler, 1998; Trapnell & 
Campbell, 1999). Although ruminative self-focus 
leads to increased distress and pathology, an 
observational, open-minded, and exploratory 
self-focus is associated with adaptive outcomes. 
Mindfulness training encourages an experiential, 
nonjudgmental, and nondiscursive awareness of 
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internal stimuli in which they are simply observed 
(Teasdale, 1999), and recent experimental research 
suggests that experiential (mindful) self-focus 
induced in a laboratory setting has beneficial 
outcomes relative to analytical, ruminative self- 
focus (Watkins & Teasdale, 2004). Overall, the 
literature suggests that individuals higher in dis- 
positional mindfulness, or who cultivate mind- 
fulness through meditation or skills training, 
may learn to engage in adaptive forms of self- 
focused attention rather than dysfunctional mal- 
adaptive forms such as rumination, and that this 
tendency may be an important mechanism 
accounting for the relationship between mind- 
fulness and healthy psychological functioning 
(Baer, 2009). 

This formulation can be integrated with other 
self-awareness theories to help explain how 
mindfulness facilitates optimal psychological 
functioning. For example, self-regulation and 
self-discrepancy theories (Carver & Scheier, 
1998; Higgins, Bond, Klein, & Strauman, 1986) 
suggest that self-awareness leads to recognition 
of discrepancies between one’s current state and 
a standard, which in turn leads to behavior to 
minimize the discrepancies. In contrast, mindful 
awareness encourages nonjudgmental observa- 
tion of thoughts, including discrepancy-related 
thoughts, as they come and go. For example, if 
the thought, “I should be more successful” arises, 
the mindful individual will recognize this as a 
thought, observe it nonjudgmentally, and return 
attention to the present moment, without becom- 
ing absorbed in ruminations about this topic or 
assuming that the thought represents important 
truths about the self. The mindful individual 
may or may not change ongoing behavior, 
depending on what is most consistent with the 
strengths and virtues that the individual most 
highly values. Thus, mindfulness facilitates 
decentered of discrepancy-based 
thoughts as well as deliberate actions that may 
not be consistent with automatic discrepancy- 
reducing behaviors (Evans, Baer, & Segerstrom, 
2009). 


awareness 


Moving forward 


Although the literature showing relationships 
between mindfulness and character strengths is 
intriguing and growing, it has limitations. When 
mindfulness is related to one of the character 
strengths, it is not always clear that mindfulness 
is promoting the character strength. It is possible 
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that the character strength promotes increased 
mindfulness (Masicampo & Baumeister, 2007), 
that they facilitate each other over time, or that 
both are due to a third variable. Therefore, we 
suggest that relationships between mindfulness 
and optimal psychological functioning should be 
more systematically investigated, with the goal 
of clarifying whether (and under what condi- 
tions) mindfulness is a causal agent in the culti- 
vation of strengths, virtues, and well-being. 
Experimental and longitudinal research, using a 
wide range of measures in varied populations, 
will be required. The effects of dispositional 
mindfulness, the regular practice of mindfulness 
meditation, participation in mindfulness-based 
interventions, and laboratory-based mindfulness 
inductions on behaviors that represent positive 
psychology constructs should be investigated. 
The developmental course of mindfulness over 
the lifespan, as well as the effects of mindfulness 
training in children and adolescents, should be 
studied. In addition, if mindfulness is more con- 
clusively shown to cultivate optimal psychologi- 
cal functioning, it will be critical to understand 
the mechanisms through which this occurs. 
Mediational and process-oriented studies will be 
required to clarify whether theoretical formula- 
tions described earlier are accurate. 

We also suggest that this line of research has 
great potential for facilitating optimal psycho- 
logical functioning. If mindfulness training has 
the broad range of positive outcomes supported 
by the current literature, then its potential con- 
tributions to the central constructs of positive 
psychology are substantial. For example, the 
positive psychology literature includes the con- 
cept of signature strengths. These are character 
strengths that individuals identify as part of 
their essential, authentic selves. Peterson & 
Seligman (2004) note that most adults can read- 
ily identify from three to seven of the character 
strengths as inherent parts of themselves, or “the 
real me” (p. 18). They also suggest that the exer- 
cise of signature strengths is fulfilling, exciting, 
and invigorating. If this is true, then what stops 
people from exercising their strengths more con- 
sistently and experiencing greater fulfillment? 
Environmental constraints (such as jobs that do 
not allow people to draw on their strengths) are 
an important factor. Children who grow up in 
disadvantaged environments may have limited 
opportunities to develop inherent strengths. 
From the perspective of mindfulness training, 
however, obstacles to engaging in highly valued 
behavior often take the form of negative thoughts 
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and feelings, which are probably inevitable in 
many situations in which strengths might be 
expressed. Exercising leadership, for example, 
might involve publically taking an unpopular 
stand, which risks criticism, disapproval, and 
potential embarrassment. Thoughts such as “TIl 
look like an idiot if I do that” or unwillingness to 
experience the emotional discomfort associated 
with disapproval can inhibit the expression of 
leadership, even in individuals whose relevant 
skills are otherwise well developed and who 
harbor a desire to engage in more leadership. The 
practice of mindfulness encourages decentering 
from thoughts and feelings, rather than suppres- 
sion or avoidance, allowing individuals to engage 
in the behavior they value, even while fully 
acknowledging any unpleasant thoughts and 
feelings that may be present. Clinical experience 
shows that people feel empowered when they 
realize that it is possible to move forward with 
highly valued behavior consistent with strengths 
and virtues, even while feeling sad, anxious, or 
angry and having discouraging thoughts. We 
suggest that this understanding is the key to the 
seemingly paradoxical nature of mindfulness 
training, in which the cultivation of nonjudg- 
mental acceptance of present-moment experi- 
ence, rather than trying to change it, leads to 
beneficial changes in psychological functioning. 

Mindfulness is a relatively new topic in psy- 
chological research and clinical practice and has 
garnered so much attention and enthusiasm that 
it may appear to be a fad. We emphasize that 
mindfulness is not a panacea. The appropriate- 
ness of mindfulness training for some clinical 
disorders is still a matter of debate (Johanson, 
2006; Shapiro & Carlson, 2009), and the impor- 
tance of a sound theoretical foundation for 
applying mindfulness training to any specific 
problem has been clearly articulated (Teasdale, 
Segal, and Williams, 2003). In a few clinical out- 
come studies, mindfulness-based treatment has 
been ineffective for some participants (Teasdale 
et al., 2000) or less effective than an alternative 
intervention (Koszycki, Benger, Shlik, & Bradwejn, 
2007). However, most of the empirical literature 
supports the utility of mindfulness training in a 
striking range of populations. From the perspec- 
tive of positive psychology, we suggest that, if 
everyone has signature strengths, and if mind- 
fulness training would enhance the ability to use 
them, then it is quite possible that mindfulness 
could be beneficial for most people. 

Finally, in addition to biological, experiential, 
personal, and relational functioning, which have 
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been discussed in the mindfulness literature, the 
scope of positive psychology includes optimal 
functioning at the institutional, cultural, and global 
levels (Sheldon, Fredrickson, Czikszentmihalyi, 
Rathunde, & Haidt, 1999). Similar statements 
have been made about mindfulness. Kabat-Zinn 
(2005) suggests that, “when cultivated and 
refined, mindfulness can function effectively on 
every level, from the individual to the corporate, 
the societal, the political, and the global” (p. 11). 
The empirical literature on mindfulness does not 
yet shed much light on societal, political, or 
global effects of mindfulness training. However, 
we suggest that the cultivation of optimal human 
functioning on a broad scale may have far- 
reaching outcomes, and that mindfulness train- 
ing could make substantial contributions to this 
endeavor. 
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Positive Psychological Capital in the 
Workplace: Where We Are and Where We 


Need to Go 


Carolyn M. Youssef and Fred Luthans 


In order to restore more balance to the prevailing 
negativity, the positive psychology movement 
has emphasized positive character strengths, 
emotions, values, virtues, and cognitions at both 
self and interpersonal levels (e.g., see Lopez & 
Snyder, 2009; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Snyder 
& Lopez, 2002). Although the initial research 
recognized the benefits of positivity on work per- 
formance outcomes, the vast majority of studies 
were concerned with relationships and health 
(e.g, see the meta-analysis by Lyubomirsky, 
King & Diener, 2005). Even though the field of 
management and organizational behavior over 
the years has given relatively more attention to 
the value of a positive perspective and constructs 
(see Luthans & Avolio, 2009 and Luthans & 
Youssef, 2009, which trace this history), the 
advent of positive psychology has also stimu- 
lated a refocus and testing of the applicability of 
new positive constructs in the development and 
effective management of human resources in 
today’s workplaces. 

Luthans (2002a, 2002b) introduced this posi- 
tive organizational behavior, or simply POB, as 
“the study and application of positively oriented 
human resource strengths and psychological 
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capacities that can be measured, developed, and 
effectively managed for performance improve- 
ment in today’s workplace” (2002b, p. 59). POB 
is thus clearly distinguished not only from the 
positively oriented, faddish self-help literature 
in the popular business press but also from most 
of the other traditionally recognized positive 
constructs and approaches in the academic field 
of organizational behavior. This differentiation is 
attained through the definitional inclusion criteria 
that require a psychological capacity or resource 
to be theoretically grounded, measurable, state- 
like, open to development and management, and 
have performance impact (Luthans, 2002a, 
2002b). To date, the psychological resources of 
efficacy, hope, resilience, and optimism have been 
identified to best meet these inclusion criteria 
and, when combined, have been termed psycho- 
logical capital or simply PsyCap (Luthans, 
Luthans & Luthans, 2004; Luthans & Youssef, 
2004; Luthans, Youssef & Avolio, 2007). This 
PsyCap is defined as “an individual’s positive 
psychological state of development that is char- 
acterized by: (1) having confidence (self-efficacy) 
to take on and put in the necessary effort to suc- 
ceed at challenging tasks; (2) making a positive 
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attribution (optimism) about succeeding now and 
in the future; (3) persevering toward goals and, 
when necessary, redirecting paths to goals (hope) 
in order to succeed; and (4) when beset by prob- 
lems and adversity, sustaining and bouncing back 
and even beyond (resilience) to attain success” 
(Luthans, Youssef, Avolio, 2007, p. 3). 

The purpose of this chapter is to first assess 
where we are (“Taking Stock”) with the theory, 
research, and application of positivity in the work- 
place in general and POB/PsyCap in particular. 
Special attention is initially given to the traditional 
role of positivity in organizational research. 
Next, an overview of a parallel development to 
POB/PsyCap as covered in this chapter that is 
called positive organizational scholarship, or 
simply POS, is given attention. The similarities 
and differences between POB/PsyCap and POS 
are discussed. This is followed by a brief critique 
of the positively oriented self-help fads found in 
the popular literature. Then an in-depth exami- 
nation and assessment of where we are on all 
aspects of positive psychological capital (PsyCap) 
is made. The balance of the chapter uses this 
platform of where we are to launch into where 
PsyCap needs to go, needed future theory build- 
ing, research, and practice. 


Taking Stock 


As indicated, the importance of positivity in gen- 
eral and in the workplace in particular has deep 
historical roots. For example, the contents of 
Abraham Maslow’s seminal works (e.g., his 1954 
classic on Motivation and Personality had a 
chapter titled “Toward a Positive Psychology”) 
and his final unpublished papers (see Hoffman, 
1996) clearly indicate close similarities to the 
contents of this volume and other recent positive 
psychology references. From a psychology of 
health, happiness, and well being, to peak experi- 
ences and transcendence, and passing through 
creativity, gratitude, justice, and even realistic 
optimism, this historical legacy by no means 
reflects a “negative” psychology, but indeed 
attests to the fact that positive psychology is 
in fact at least decades, if not centuries, old. 
Similarly, from the recognized very beginning 
of the field of organizational behavior, the 
Hawthorne studies revealed that positive group 
dynamics, supervisory style, worker participa- 
tion, and increased care and attention (i.e., the 
“Hawthorne effect”) can influence workers’ 
productivity and attitudes. These initiatives at 


23_Sheldon_Chapter-23.indd 352 


® 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


ORGANIZATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 


Hawthorne clearly went beyond simply fixing 
what was wrong with employees and with the 
work environment in terms of improving physi- 
cal working conditions such as light intensity or 
implementing rest pauses. The same can be said 
for Douglas McGregor’s (1960) pioneering 
Theory Y, a very positive alternative to the nega- 
tively oriented Theory X assumptions and 
approach to managing human resources. 

In other words, it is not that positive psychol- 
ogy or the field of POB discovered the impor- 
tance of positivity, but rather is simply calling 
for a refocus on positivity that cannot take place 
by solely extrapolating what is known based on a 
deficiency model. Positive and negative con- 
structs are not simply polar opposites, neither in 
psychology (e.g., optimism vs. pessimism, Chang, 
D'Zurilla, & Maydeu-Olivares, 1994) nor in 
organizational behavior (e.g., job satisfaction vs. 
job dissatisfaction, Herzberg, Mausner, & 
Snyderman, 1959; organizational citizenship 
behaviors vs. counterproductive work behaviors, 
Sackett, Berry, Wiemann, & Laczo, 2006). We 
refer to this positive refocus as “old wine, old 
bottles... but perhaps a new restaurant” (Luthans 
& Avolio, 2009). This metaphor of a “new res- 
taurant” is used to indicate that, although posi- 
tivity has a long historical legacy in the 
organization sciences (“old wine, old bottles”), 
we would argue for a refocus with resulting new 
theory building, research, and application. This is 
opposed to the many management fads that tend 
to be surrounded with unsubstantiated claims 
of being “new wine,” or the common criticism of 
positivity movements in general as “old wine in 
new bottles.” With this “new restaurant” per- 
spective (i.e., new context, under-recognized pos- 
itive constructs) serving as a point of departure, 
we now take stock and assess some of the estab- 
lished as well as the recently emerging positively 
oriented constructs in the study of organizational 
behavior and human resource management. 


The Role of Positivity in Traditional 
Organizational Behavior Research 
and Practice 


Before the emergence of POB, over the years 
there were many established streams of research 
based on positive constructs (see Wright & 
Quick, 2009 for a comprehensive history of posi- 
tive organizational research). These can be classi- 
fied into positive traits, states, attitudes, and 
behaviors. Positive traits used in organizational 
behavior research included stable characteristics 
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that do not significantly vary over time or across 
situations such as intelligence or general mental 
abilities (e.g., Schmidt & Hunter, 2000), positive 
affectivity (e.g., George, 1991), the Big Five per- 
sonality traits (Conscientiousness, Agreeableness, 
Extraversion, Emotional Stability, and Openness 
to Experience; e.g., Barrick & Mount, 1991), and 
core self-evaluations (self-esteem, generalized 
efficacy, locus of control, and emotional stability; 
e.g., Judge & Bono, 2001). Positive states are 
highly transient and situational, such as positive 
moods (e.g., George, 1991) or experiences of flow 
(Csikszentmihdlyi, 2003), which contribute to 
the better understanding of organizational 
behavior. Positive work attitudes such as job sat- 
isfaction (e.g., see Wright, 2005) and organiza- 
tional commitment (Allen & Meyer, 1990) 
incorporate the cognitions, emotions, and evalu- 
ations that can drive behavioral intentions and 
actual behaviors in the workplace. Positive 
behaviors are actions that are conducive to higher 
work productivity in general but also include 
organizational citizenship behaviors that repre- 
sent those who go above and beyond the call of 
duty (Organ, 1988), as well as moral behavioral 
choices based on effective moral evaluations in 
ethically challenging situations (Jones, 1991). 
Behavioral management through positive rein- 
forcement has also been established in organiza- 
tional behavior research (Stajkovic & Luthans, 
2003). This sampling is merely indicative of the 
widespread use of positive constructs in organi- 
zational behavior research over the years. 
Stimulated by positive psychology and the 
perceived need to refocus on the positive in orga- 
nizational studies, as indicated two parallel 
initiatives emerged—positive organizational 
scholarship (POS, Cameron, Dutton & Quinn, 
2003) and positive organizational behavior (POB, 
Luthans, 2002a, 2002b). POS is defined as “the 
study of that which is positive, flourishing, and 
life-giving in organizations. Positive refers to the 
elevating processes and outcomes in organiza- 
tions. Organizational refers to the interpersonal 
and structural dynamics activated in and through 
organizations, specifically taking into account the 
context in which positive phenomena occur. 
Scholarship refers to the scientific, theoretically 
derived, and rigorous investigation of that which 
is positive in organizational settings” (Cameron 
& Caza, 2004, p. 731). POB was defined in the 
introductory discussion and, despite the apparent 
similarities between POS and POB (e.g., positiv- 
ity, scientific rigor, and organizational context), 
there are several differences at least in emphasis 
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if not substance. First, POS primarily emphasizes 
group and organizational-level variables and 
processes, while POB tends to focus more on 
individual-level psychological resources, a per- 
spective that it shares with positive psychology. 
Again, this distinction on the unit of analysis 
does not preclude either approach from moving 
between levels (e.g., see the recent studies by 
Peterson & Zhang, in press; Walumbwa, Luthans, 
Avey & Oke, in press, on collective psychological 
capital and many individual level studies in POS). 
Second, although POS and POB share several 
positive constructs, POB emphasizes in its inclu- 
sion criteria the measurability and performance 
impact (broadly defined) of its constituent psy- 
chological resources, while POS utilizes a wider 
variety of organizational phenomena as indica- 
tors of positivity and its outcomes, lending itself 
to a more qualitative or mixed-methods study 
approach and making it more of an umbrella term 
for an emerging domain of study and application. 

In addition to the expanding positive organi- 
zational research in the academic domain, there 
is accelerating growth in the popular positive 
self-help literature. Again, positivity is not new 
here either, with classics such as Norman Vincent 
Peale's Power of Positive Thinking or Dale 
Carnegie's How to Win Friends and Influence 
People. Representative of the more recent block- 
buster, best-selling self-help books are Steven 
Covey's Seven Habits of Highly Effective People 
and Spencer Johnson's Who Moved My Cheese? 
These positive messages have found their way to 
practicing managers’ minds, hearts, and book- 
shelves. They present intuitively appealing positive 
answers and practical guidelines to people-oriented 
challenges in the workplace. Management consul- 
tants have also utilized many of these approaches 
in employee selection, corporate training, and 
leadership and organizational development pro- 
grams. Generally lacking evidence from theory 
and scientifically based research, these popular 
approaches too often lack sustainability and 
arguably take on the properties of a fad or “silver 
bullet” mentality. 

On the other hand, the popular self-help 
literature does share some common characteris- 
tics with the academic literature in positive psy- 
chology, POS, POB, and PsyCap. Both tend to 
emphasize the internalization or mindset of posi- 
tivity through self-awareness, self-evaluation, and 
self-development. At least implicitly, both tend to 
have an underlying cognitive-affective-social 
model advocating the importance of a holistic 
approach to understanding human behavior. 
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Most importantly, both are not only aimed at self- 
help, but they also share the goals and aspirations 
of increasing overall well-being and performance. 

Despite these commonalities, on balance we 
would argue that the popular self-help literature 
suffers from a lack of scientific-based evidence. 
From reliance on anecdotal evidence, to flawed 
research design, to use of non-validated mea- 
sures, to simplistic interpretation of survey data 
from convenience samples, to non-substantiated 
generalizations to populations that are signifi- 
cantly different from those studied, many man- 
agement fads promoted by the popular literature 
at best lack sustainable impact and at worst have 
led practicing managers astray. However, a nota- 
ble exception to this criticism of the practice 
literature is the Gallup Organization’s strengths- 
based management and employee engagement 
integrated stream of research, publication, and 
consulting practice (e.g., Wagner & Harter, 2006). 
The Gallup research has found its way to the 
academic positivity literature due to scientific 
rigor (e.g., see Harter, Schmidt & Hayes, 2002). 
This literature advocates that stable, hard-wired 
talents should be emphasized in selection and 
placement to enhance the fit between employees 
and their jobs. It promotes key factors such as 
clear expectations, recognition, social support, 
participation, learning and growth opportunities, 
and others. These factors, when practiced within 
a strengths framework where employees are 
positioned to work, learn, and grow along their 
areas of strength, can increase employee engage- 
ment, leading to increased productivity and well- 
being (Harter, Schmidt & Hayes, 2002). 


Positive Organizational Behavior (POB) and 
Psychological Capital (PsyCap) 


Besides recognizing the established and alterna- 
tive positive approaches in the academic and 
practitioner literatures, the main intent of this 
chapter is to take stock of POB and PsyCap. As 
we indicated, POB focuses on theory-based posi- 
tive constructs that can be validly measured, that 
are open to development and management in the 
workplace, and that have a measurable perfor- 
mance impact (Luthans, 2002a, 2002b). PsyCap 
combines the four criteria-meeting positive psy- 
chological resources of efficacy, hope, optimism, 
and resilience into a multidimensional core con- 
struct supported by theory (Luthans, Youssef & 
Avolio, 2007) and research (Luthans, Avolio, 
Avey & Norman, 2007). A 24-item PsyCap 
questionnaire (PCQ) has also been adapted from 
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published measures and developed (see Luthans, 
Youssef & Avolio, 2007, pp. 237-238 for the full 
PCQ and go to www.mindgarden.com for free 
permission to use for research purposes) and 
validated (Luthans, Avolio et al., 2007). 

First, the positive constructs selected for inclu- 
sion in PsyCap are deeply rooted in several well- 
established theoretical traditions (Luthans, 
Youssef & Avolio, 2007). For example, PsyCap 
efficacy draws from Bandura's (1997) social cog- 
nitive theory and refers to “one’s conviction 
(or confidence) about his or her abilities to mobi- 
lize the motivation, cognitive resources, and 
courses of action needed to successfully execute 
a specific task within a given context” (Stajkovic 
& Luthans, 1998, p.66). Following Bandura's 
(1997) emphasis on social cognitive capacities 
of symbolizing, forethought, observation, self- 
regulation, and self-reflection, efficacy or confi- 
dence can be built in a specific domain through 
mastery experiences, modelling and vicarious 
learning, social persuasion, and physiological 
and psychological arousal. Interestingly, while 
research supports that personal success, followed 
by vicarious (and modelling) success of relevant 
others, is most effective in building self-efficacy, 
more feel-good approaches that tend to rely on 
social persuasion (e.g., encouraging managers to 
support their employees with a “you can do it” 
attitude and language), physical arousal (e.g., 
eating right and exercising to increase physical 
fitness), and psychological arousal (e.g., listening 
to motivational speakers) are much more popu- 
lar in practice. 

PsyCap hope builds on the foundations of 
Snyder’s (2000) hope theory and is defined as 
“a positive motivational state that is based on 
an interactively derived sense of successful 
(1) agency (goal-directed energy) and (2) path- 
ways (planning to meet goals)” (Snyder, Irving, 
& Anderson, 1991, p. 287). While the agency 
component, also referred to as willpower, may 
have some conceptual and practical similarities 
to self-efficacy, hope’s pathways or “waypower” 
component, which refers to the ability to gener- 
ate alternative ways to achieve goals when faced 
with obstacles, is unique to hope. This goal- 
oriented and alternative pathways view is also 
unique to the research-based definitions of hope 
and stands in clear contrast to the everyday 
use of the word “hope” to indicate uncertainty 
(e.g., I hope I can do this) or unsubstantiated 
positivity (e.g., stay hopeful), which is finding 
its way to the practicing manager’s language 
as well. 
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PsyCap optimism primarily draws from the 
positive psychology movement but is also rooted 
in established attribution and expectancy work 
motivation theories. It integrates positive gen- 
eral expectancies about the future (Carver & 
Scheier, 2002) with a positive explanatory style 
of past and current situations. Optimists attri- 
bute positive situations to internal, permanent, 
and pervasive causes and negative situations 
to external, temporary, and situational ones 
(Seligman, 1998). Optimism certainly shares 
some characteristics with efficacy and hope, e.g., 
positivity and psychological ownership or inter- 
nalization (especially in relation to success). 
However, optimism is also distinguished by its 
generality, both in terms of scope, because it 
includes overarching positive future expecta- 
tions (as opposed to efficacy being context spe- 
cific, or hope being directed toward specific goals), 
and in terms of agency, since it utilizes both 
internal and external attributions. The external 
attributions are especially critical in negative 
situations in order for the individual to maintain 
positivity in times of failure. It is this latter 
aspect of externalizing negative events that 
has caused optimism to be particularly challeng- 
ing in its applications to the workplace, due to 
its contradiction with notions of responsibility 
and accountability. This is why the qualifiers of 
“realistic” and “flexibility” are associated with 
PsyCap optimism (Luthans, Youssef et al., 2007). 

PsyCap resilience draws from a long tradition 
in developmental and clinical psychology 
(Masten, 2001) and is defined as “the capacity to 
rebound or bounce back from adversity, conflict, 
failure, or even positive events, progress, and 
increased responsibility” (Luthans, 2002a, p. 702). 
Resilience is particularly distinguished from 
efficacy, hope, and optimism by being primarily 
reactionary in nature, but several aspects are also 
shared. For example, perseverance in resiliency is 
shared with efficacy, the emphasis on adaptive 
processes is shared with hope, and the balance 
between internal and external resources is shared 
with optimism. Although PsyCap resilience has 
been recognized as important, both in times of 
adversity and in positive events, the increased 
frequency and magnitude of economic setbacks 
suffered by organizations in recent times, and 
the resulting impact on personal and professional 
lives, have made resiliency surface as a very crit- 
ical positive psychological resource. 

The convergent and discriminant validity of 
the four constructs that constitute PsyCap sup- 
port it as a multidimensional core construct 
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(see Luthans, Avolio et al., 2007), and by the 
same token the convergence and divergence 
between PsyCap and other related positive con- 
structs also support its overall construct validity 
(see Avey, Luthans & Youssef, 2010, for a com- 
prehensive review and research support for the 
value-added contribution of PsyCap over other 
positive constructs). Three critical attributes of 
PsyCap distinguish it from other positive con- 
structs and approaches. The first is that PsyCap's 
level of analysis to date has been primarily the 
individual. Although PsyCap and its related 
models (e.g., authentic leadership, Avolio & 
Luthans, 2006) take into consideration organiza- 
tional factors, such as those studied in POS 
(Cameron et al., 2003), these macro-level factors 
are primarily viewed as contextual variables that 
can facilitate, accelerate, or hinder PsyCap devel- 
opment. Also, recent research has demonstrated 
that PsyCap may play a mediating role in the 
supportive organizational climate-employee 
performance relationship (Luthans, Norman 
et al., 2008) and between authentic leadership 
and work groups’ performance and citizenship 
behavior (Walumbwa et al., in press). This latter 
study also indicated the positive impact that col- 
lective PsyCap has on group-level performance. 

A second major differentiation is PsyCap's 
state-like or developmental potential, which places 
it toward the state end of the much-debated 
trait-state continuum. On the trait end of the 
continuum, many of the “pure” traits discussed 
earlier or emphasized by much of the positive 
psychology literature may be genetically deter- 
mined, “hard-wired,” or can be developed only 
through lifelong development or exceptional 
trigger (or jolting) experiences. On the other 
hand, PsyCap has been shown to readily lend 
itself to development and management through 
relatively short training interventions (Luthans, 
Avey, Avolio, Norman, & Combs, 2006; Luthans, 
Avey, Avolio, & Peterson, 2010; Luthans, Avey, & 
Patera, 2008). On the state end of the continuum, 
“pure” states (e.g., pleasures, moods or emotions), 
which continuously fluctuate over time and 
across situations, can be found. On the other 
hand, unlike these pure states, PsyCap has some 
evidence of relative stability (e.g., see Luthans, 
Avolio et al., 2007). Effective human resources 
management training needs to have a reasonable 
time span impact (about six months, according to 
Wright, 2007) in order to capitalize on PsyCap's 
development and management, hence the term 
“state-like.” This positioning of PsyCap as 
“state-like” is also in line with recent findings 
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that, although an individual's positivity may 
have a nature- and nurture-determined baseline 
or “set point,” and aside from the relatively small 
portion of positivity that is highly transient and 
circumstantial (e.g., income or location), there is 
significant room for managing one's positivity 
through intentional everyday cognitive, affec- 
tive, social, and spiritual activities that can alter 
attention, interpretation, and retention processes 
(Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008; Lyubomirsky, 
2007). 

Third, and perhaps most critical to organiza- 
tional behavior as an applied field, is PsyCap's 
performance impact criterion. Positivity in gen- 
eral has been shown to improve performance in 
most life domains, including work (e.g., see 
Biswas-Diener & Dean, 2007; Diener & Biswas- 
Diener, 2008; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005 
for reviews). Most of the research to date on 
PsyCap has been devoted to testing the relation- 
ship with employees’ work-related outcomes. 
Even after controlling for various individual dif- 
ferences such as demographics, personality traits, 
core self-evaluations, person-organization fit, 
and person-job fit, PsyCap has been shown to 
positively relate to a wide range of desirable out- 
comes such as in-role performance, job satisfac- 
tion, workhappiness, organizational commitment, 
organizational citizenship behaviors, psychologi- 
cal well-being over time, job search behaviors, 
and negatively to undesirable stress, counterpro- 
ductive work behaviors, cynicism, absenteeism, 
and turnover (Avey, Luthans & Jensen, 2009; 
Avey, Luthans, Smith & Palmer,2010; Avey, 
Luthans & Youssef, 2010; Avey, Wernsing & 
Luthans, 2008; Larson & Luthans, 2006; Luthans, 
Avey, Clapp-Smith & Li, 2008; Luthans, Avolio 
et al., 2007; Luthans, Avolio, Walumbwa, & Li, 
2005; Luthans, Norman et al., 2008) and at the 
group level citizenship behaviors and perfor- 
mance (Walumbwa et al., in press) and business 
unit performance (Peterson & Zhang in press). 

Not only has this growing body of research 
established the relationship between PsyCap and 
employee performance and desirable attitudes and 
behaviors, but preliminary utility analysis has 
also indicates robust (over 200%) return on invest- 
ment in PsyCap development, or what we refer to 
as “Return on Development” (ROD; see Luthans, 
Avey et al., 2006 and Luthans, Youssef & Avolio, 
2007, for quantitative utility analysis based on 
realistic corporate data). Furthermore, the return 
on PsyCap development is not limited to immedi- 
ate in-role performance but has also been shown 
to impact a wide range of work-related outcomes, 
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with established relationships to various long- 
term indicators of individual and organizational 
effectiveness and change (Avey, Wernsing et al., 
2008; Avey, Luthans & Youssef, 2010). This 
broader, more holistic perspective of outcomes 
conceptualized for PsyCap (Youssef & Luthans, 
2009) is in line with the essence of the positive 
psychology movement's emphasis on the whole 
person, positive organizational scholarship's 
emphasis on the contextualization and wider 
impact of positivity, and the increased emphasis 
on long-term effectiveness in management prac- 
tice. For example, we have recently proposed that 
PsyCap can contribute to organizational virtu- 
ousness and can help virtuous business organi- 
zations in maintaining their success through 
crises, as well as during ordinary and even exem- 
plary times (Youssef & Luthans, 2008). 


When PsyCap Is Not the Answer 


Positivity in general, and positive organizational 
research in particular, has not been without its 
critics (e.g., see Fineman, 2006; George, 2004; 
Hackman, 2009; Lazarus, 2003). From underlying 
assumptions of human benevolence, to cross- 
cultural differences in valuing positivity and 
what is considered positive, organizational behav- 
ior research and practice may find some of the 
tenets of positivity at least questionable, if not 
disproved. Indeed, extreme positivity has been 
shown to have disadvantages (Diener & Biswas- 
Diener, 2008). Illusions and self-deceit can result 
from overconfidence, false hope, or unrealistic 
optimism, leading to wasted resources, faulty 
strategies, threats to the survival of the organiza- 
tion, and even to the physical or financial safety 
and well-being of its employees (see Luthans & 
Avolio, 2009; Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2007, 
which have a potential “pitfalls” section at the 
end of each chapter). 

On the other hand, the value of a balanced 
perspective of workplace positivity is clearly evi- 
dent. Similar to the field of psychology, a deficit 
approach (e.g., emphasis on employee incompe- 
tence, disengagement, stress, and other forms of 
negative deviance) is far too common but can be 
argued as justifiable to the problem-oriented 
decision-making and resource allocation pro- 
cesses in traditional management practice. In 
other words, it is not that negativity per se is nec- 
essarily wrong or hurtful to performance. Instead, 
it is the emphasis and the ratio of negativity 
to positivity that needs to be revisited. For exam- 
ple, positive psychologist Barbara Fredrickson’s 
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“tipping point” ratio of three positives to one 
negative for effective performance needs to be 
recognized in the management field (Fredrickson 
& Losada, 2005). She uses the analogy of a sail- 
ing ship where the mast must be at least three 
times the length/depth of the keel (i-e., 3 : 1) 
to perform well. However, without the keel the 
ship would flounder and fall flat. “Without nega- 
tivity you become Pollyanna. You lose touch 
with reality. You’re not genuine” (Fredrickson, 
2009, p.136). 

Positivity alone is certainly not the answer 
and is not going to solve all individual, group, or 
organizational problems. Moreover, PsyCap per 
se cannot be expected to make employees happier 
and more productive when developed in isolation 
of its context. This context incorporates organi- 
zational-level variables such as the structure, 
strategy, and culture; employee-level factors such 
as personality traits and individual states; social 
interactions and relationships among managers 
and employees and their implications on effec- 
tive leadership and social support; and the 
organization-employee interface that impacts 
perceptions of fit, work-life balance, and other 
critical determinants of personal fulfillment (and 
effectiveness) at work. Integration with the 
established organizational behavior literature on 
various constructs and approaches that may 
appear at least on the surface to be “negatively 
oriented” (e.g., unethical behavior, risk aversion, 
bureaucracy, stress, and negative attitudes) is 
also indispensible for a better understanding 
and effective management of positivity in the 
workplace (Avey et al., 2010; Youssef & Luthans, 
2009). 


Moving Forward 


One clear direction for POB and PsyCap in 
moving ahead on their journey (not destination) 
is to heed the critics’ warnings about becoming 
exclusive, elitist endeavors. They cannot afford 
to be just fads and instead must be founded on 
and/or build upon the decades of existing 
research. They cannot become elusive exercises 
in chasing ill-defined emotions with only the 
feel-good appearance of positivity. Indeed, it is 
easy for positivity research to fall into these 
pitfalls, especially given today’s post-modern 
emphasis on hedonism. However, in line with 
our inquiry (rather than advocacy) position 
that we have taken with POB (see Luthans & 
Avolio, 2009), these warnings and criticisms have 
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promoted further theory building and the devel- 
opment and testing of integrated conceptual 
frameworks in the POB/PsyCap literature (e.g., 
see Avey et al., 2010; Youssef & Luthans, 2009). 


Future Directions for PsyCap Research 


Although, as indicated above, a PsyCap measure 
has been determined and validated, has been 
clearly demonstrated to be related to important 
outcomes, and development interventions have 
been successfully implemented, as with any rela- 
tively new domain of study, these research 
results should be viewed as only the first steps. 
There remains the need for better understanding 
of the work-life interface that may hinder or 
facilitate, accelerate, or otherwise help shape an 
individual's level of positivity, both in terms of 
and beyond PsyCap. Individual employees’ 
PsyCap levels are also likely to represent the 
building blocks of PsyCap in groups, organiza- 
tions, and communities. In other words, future 
research needs to explore alternative approaches 
to measuring and developing PsyCap in various 
contexts and at multiple levels of analysis. 

With respect to measurement, in most aca- 
demic disciplines researchers tend to build exper- 
tise in one or a very few research methods. These 
methods tend to then become strongly associ- 
ated with the areas of research interest of those 
researchers. So far, PsyCap research has been 
almost exclusively cross-sectional designs and 
quantitative analysis. However, with positivity 
being a complex integration of cognitive, affec- 
tive, and social evaluations, many of which are 
subjective in nature (e.g., subjective well-being, 
see Biswas-Diener & Dean, 2007; Diener & 
Biswas-Diener, 2008; Lyubomirsky, 2007; 
Wright, 2005, 2007), it becomes critical to 
account for that complexity through qualitative 
methods or through methods that integrate 
both quantitative and qualitative approaches 
(i.e. mixed methods). While harder to “sell” in 
management research and practice, where the 
emphasis is on quantifying return on invest- 
ment, qualitative methods may facilitate a richer 
understanding of the antecedents, processes, and 
consequences of positivity in general and work- 
place PsyCap in particular. Qualitative, alterna- 
tive methodologies may help in the further 
development of more viable theoretical under- 
standing of positivity and workplace PsyCap. 

To date, PsyCap development has been empir- 
ically demonstrated in short workshop training 
interventions (Luthans, Avey et al.,2010) and 
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even when delivered online (Luthans, Avey & 
Patera, 2008). Preliminary experimental research 
has also demonstrated that such PsyCap training 
has a casual impact on improving participants’ 
performance (Luthans, Avey et al., 2010). The 
familiarity of corporate trainers and trainees 
with this type of “micro-intervention” has facili- 
tated the initial acceptance and testing of devel- 
oping PsyCap in employees and leaders. On the 
other hand, the salience of the context within 
which positivity in general and PsyCap in par- 
ticular develops over time—including leadership 
effectiveness, supervisor and coworker support, 
employee job responsibilities and challenges, and 
the interface between work and other life 
domains—seems to indicate much untapped 
potential that can be realized from a broader 
range of PsyCap development approaches (see 
Avolio & Luthans, 2006). For example, given the 
effectiveness of one-on-one approaches in devel- 
oping PsyCap’s constituent resources (e.g., vicar- 
ious learning or modelling in developing 
self-efficacy), the coaching approach that has 
been developed and implemented in developing 
happiness (Biswas-Diener & Dean, 2007) may 
also lend itself to PsyCap development. Moreover, 
positivity in general, and PsyCap in particular, 
should be taken into consideration and fully 
integrated in various human resource manage- 
ment programs such as job design, compensa- 
tion, performance appraisal, succession planning, 
and team building. 

In addition to future training and development 
opportunities, a critical aspect that is yet to be 
explored in positive organizational behavior 
research are the possible discontinuities. Although 
empirical findings to date are consistent in sup- 
porting desirable relationships between PsyCap 
and an increasing number of employee outcomes, 
various biases (e.g., systematic self-selection into 
or out of training interventions by participants 
who are higher or lower on PsyCap) may dis- 
guise the realities of those relationships. For 
example, occasional negative relationships, espe- 
cially at high levels of PsyCap, may indicate cur- 
vilinear relationships in which extreme PsyCap 
may be “too much of a good thing,” a possibility 
that has been found in the positivity (see 
Fredrickson, 2009) and in particular the happiness 
(see Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008) literature. 
Moreover, even though some studies may yield 
no statistically significant findings, especially at 
restricted ranges of PsyCap, such findings may 
indicate the existence of thresholds, saturation 
points, tipping points, trigger events, or other 
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discontinuities that the sampling approach uti- 
lized may have missed. These discontinuities are 
worth studying in and of themselves for a better 
understanding of the role of positivity in general 
and the contribution of PsyCap in the workplace 
in particular. 

Levels of analysis need to also be carefully 
considered, especially since PsyCap is now being 
studied at the group (e.g., collective efficacy, 
Walumbwa et al., in press; Peterson & Zhang, 
in press) and organizational (e.g., virtuous orga- 
nizations, Youssef & Luthans, 2009) levels. 
Although now underway, considerable cross- 
level collaboration potential is still untapped for 
researchers in positive psychology, positive orga- 
nizational behavior, and positive organizational 
scholarship (e.g., see Wright & Goodstein, 2007). 
This research should take into account not only 
the co-presence of various levels of analysis but 
also the interaction across those levels. 

Because of the state-like nature of PsyCap and 
the need for more evidence of a causal link 
between PsyCap and outcomes, a call has recently 
been made for longitudinal PsyCap research 
(Avey, Luthans, & Mhatre, 2008), and initial lon- 
gitudinal research has found a relationship 
between employees’ PsyCap and their objective 
performance at multiple points in time (Peterson, 
Luthans, Avolio, Walumbwa, & Zhang, 2010). 
Such longitudinal research can facilitate the 
better understanding of the various discontinui- 
ties outlined earlier, as well as clarifying the trait- 
state distinction (e.g., the initial longitudinal 
study found within-person PsyCap variability 
over time, Peterson et al., 2010). This apparent 
malleability of PsyCap over time would in turn 
increase the effectiveness of human resource 
management initiatives by shedding more light 
on the most appropriate courses of action, e.g., 
the recruitment and selection of those with cer- 
tain stable traits versus development of state-like 
PsyCap. This research on developable PsyCap 
could also lead to anticipation and even proactive 
design of trigger events that can foster and acceler- 
ate PsyCap. Over time PsyCap could be integrated 
within the larger framework of organizational 
strategy, structure, and culture. As for establish- 
ing a causal relationship between PsyCap and 
outcomes, the longitudinal studies can contribute, 
but of course true experimental designs are still 
needed. Like with the group- and organizational- 
level analyses of PsyCap, although research 
has started, more PsyCap longitudinal and 
experimental designed research is needed for the 
future. 
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Finally, PsyCap has never been intended to be 
exclusive to the four psychological resources of 
efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience. Other 
positive psychological capacities have also been 
investigated for their fit with the inclusion crite- 
ria, and some have been shown to be promising 
for future research (see Chapters 6 and 7 in 
Luthans, Youssef & Avolio, 2007). It is critical for 
PsyCap, and the positivity domain in general, 
especially at their current stages, to maintain 
openness and inclusiveness in order for these 
approaches to further develop toward their full 
potential. In light of the current economic tur- 
moil and seeming ethical meltdown in the busi- 
ness environment, there is an unprecedented 
need for openness to new ideas and approaches 
that can enhance corporate effectiveness in gen- 
eral and that can specifically accomplish this goal 
through increased emphasis on the importance 
of human resources and their performance, atti- 
tudes, and behaviors (e.g., see Cascio & Cappelli, 
2009). Expanding PsyCap research to include 
relevant positive constructs such as creativity, 
courage, wisdom, flow, spirituality, authenticity, 
gratitude, forgiveness, and others, as well as the 
relationships, interactions, and discontinuities 
within and between these and other constructs, 
will likely enhance our understanding of positiv- 
ity in the workplace and help meet the daunting 
challenges that lie ahead. 


Future Directions for the Application of 
Positivity and Psycap 


Since positivity and PsyCap are relatively new to 
actual organizational practice, they may be 
approached by managers and decision makers 
with caution, faced with doubts, or most com- 
monly just paid lip service to give an impression 
of openness to new ideas and a caring, humanis- 
tic attitude toward the people-side of the organi- 
zation. Yet, especially in these turbulent times, it 
seems critical for managers to genuinely recog- 
nize the untapped potential of positivity in the 
workplace and to design ways of integrating pos- 
itivity into the structures, strategies, and cultures 
of their organizations by investing in the PsyCap 
of their people. Recruitment, selection and place- 
ment, job design, reward systems, and training 
and development are all possible vehicles for the 
promotion of positivity and PsyCap in the 
workplace. The same is true for organizational- 
level processes such as organizational develop- 
ment and change, communication systems, and 
decision-making processes. Failing to recognize 
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the importance of this “big picture” may result in 
losing the most positive employees to the compe- 
tition or to entrepreneurial opportunities, leav- 
ing an organization with a rigid status quo and a 
cynical workforce that is resistant to change. In 
other words, as a recent study indicated, positive 
employees may lead to positive organizational 
change (Avey, Wernsing et al., 2008). 

On the other hand, similar to the points raised 
earlier, it is also important for practicing manag- 
ers to realize the contextual nature of positivity 
in actual practice. Some practical examples may 
help illustrate the opportunities and challenges 
in applying positivity and PsyCap. For instance, 
the positive impact of optimism on insurance 
sales employees has been recognized in the posi- 
tive psychology literature (Seligman, 1998). On 
the other hand, consider the negative impact of a 
highly optimistic explanatory style in jobs that 
require high levels of financial prudence (e.g., 
auditors) or physically hazardous jobs where 
strict adherence to safety regulations is para- 
mount. Only mild levels of optimism are desir- 
able in such jobs, and managers may have to find 
ways to discourage extreme levels of optimism 
without appearing to be uncaring or callous. 

Similarly, high levels of hope pathways may 
be conducive to creativity and innovation, espe- 
cially in research and development. On the other 
hand, managers may have to put a stop to an 
endless stream of ideas to avoid false hope, to 
prevent escalation of commitment, or to reallo- 
cate resources toward more effective uses. High 
levels of confidence in marketing, sales, or cus- 
tomer service employees and the tools and 
approaches they utilize may also have to be 
toned down, for example, when managing in cul- 
tures that place a higher value on modesty and 
deference. A highly resilient employee may con- 
tinue to bounce back and recover from setbacks 
that should have indicated to that employee that 
a job or a career change is warranted. In other 
words, the discontinuities and situational idio- 
syncrasies of positivity and PsyCap research are 
also likely to translate into challenges for the 
realities of organizational practice that managers 
need to recognize and manage. 

There may be situations where employees 
may even need to learn to express different levels 
of positivity and PsyCap. For example, funeral 
home employees may need to learn to display 
less positivity, without allowing their solemn 
expressions to take reign over their emotional 
well-being in other life domains. Nurses and 
other helping professionals may need to convey 
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optimism when dealing with patients and fami- 
lies, but may need a more pessimistic explana- 
tory style when attempting diagnosis and 
contemplating alternative treatment procedures. 
Lawyers may choose different approaches 
depending on their defense strategies. They may 
prepare themselves and their clients to appear 
more confident, hopeful, and resilient, or they 
may instruct them to express hesitation, sadness, 
or remorse. The literature on emotional labor is 
rich with examples where display rules force 
employees to express unfelt emotions, which can 
over time lead to estrangement or to “deep 
acting” where the expressed emotions eventu- 
ally become internalized (Morris & Feldman, 
1996). Parallels can be drawn between such dis- 
play rules in emotional labor and what can 
become a stereotype of positivity that can take 
its toll on employees due to unreasonable expec- 
tations of expressing certain levels of positivity 
and PsyCap that may not match those actually 
experienced. 


Linking Positivity and PsyCap Research 
and Practice 


One of the most critical challenges facing 
management practice today is the significant 
discrepancy between managers’ knowledge and 
expressed beliefs and the behaviors they truly 
exhibit regarding human resources, or what is 
now commonly called the “knowing-doing gap” 
(Pfeffer, 1998; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000). Unlike 
in psychology, where the primary emphasis is 
on humans, today’s managers may or may not 
believe (but they most often say they do) that 
human resources are vital and provide competi- 
tive advantage. Despite what they say, they 
may still question whether human resources 
make enough of a significant contribution to 
organizational effectiveness to justify the costs 
involved in planning, implementing, or evaluat- 
ing human-oriented initiatives. Furthermore, 
even if they do believe in the importance of 
human resources, what they actually do about 
those beliefs, and the consistency with which 
they hold onto and act upon those beliefs, too 
often turns out to be a different matter. The anal- 
ogous situation occurs in health care. Medical 
doctors may know the evidence concerning the 
significant impact that positivity has on health 
outcomes (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005) and even 
length of life (e.g, the famous Nun Study, 
Danner, Snowden & Friesen, 2001), yet they most 
often ignore this research in doing check-ups or 
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diagnoses (e.g., Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2008). 
Despite the evidence indicating organizations 
that value their human resources rank higher on 
a multitude of efficiency and effectiveness crite- 
ria (e.g., see Pfeffer, 1998), many practicing man- 
agers are tempted to forego human-oriented 
initiatives and practices. Unfortunately, this is 
especially true when economic problems such as 
in recent times drive tighter budgets, or when 
organizational politics favor more readily quan- 
tifiable, financially visible initiatives. 

There is a major gap between organizational 
behavior research and management practice. 
Frequently, practicing managers invest valuable 
time and resources implementing initiatives that 
are not necessarily consistent with established 
research findings. What many practicing managers 
perceive to be “best practices” may be unrelated, 
or unfortunately even contradictory, to solid 
research evidence. Reasons for this gap may 
include ignorance, fear, or resistance to change 
on the practice side, as well as perceptions that 
academic research may be too theoretical and 
thus inapplicable to everyday management prac- 
tice. Limited access or motivation to establish 
linkages between research and practice may fur- 
ther drive academics to their “ivory tower,” or at 
least exacerbate the perception of such attitudes 
in the eyes of practicing managers with limited 
training on the scientific process. This has 
recently triggered the call for “evidence-based 
management” (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006; Rousseau, 
2006), where those missing linkages can be cre- 
ated, urging academic researchers to become 
“scientist-practitioners” and helping practicing 
managers become “practitioner-scientists.” 

Positive organizational behavior research and 
practice represent a case-in-point for the above 
challenges. Over the years, organizational behav- 
ior research supports the importance of posi- 
tively oriented human characteristics and 
constructs such as positive personality traits, 
positive work attitudes such as job satisfaction 
and organizational commitment, and positive 
organizational actions such as organizational 
citizenship behaviors. However, similar to main- 
stream psychology, management practitioners 
focus on problem, dysfunctional employees’ 
poor performance and on containing stress, con- 
flict, absenteeism, and turnover. Too often they 
ignore the “soft” side of management altogether. 
Moreover, despite the exponential increase in 
positive organizational research, even positively 
oriented management practitioners continue to 
be led by an explosion of popular management 
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literature, which promotes a plethora of intui- 
tively appealing “best practices” with limited if 
any grounding in scientific research or validated 
evidence. 


Ways to Close the Knowledge-Practice Gap 


Drawing from Pfeffer and Sutton (2006), we 
propose a three-dimensional action plan to help 
narrow the existing gap between positivity and 
PsyCap research and actual practice. First, posi- 
tive organizational researchers need to work on 
translating their findings into a language that 
management practitioners can readily under- 
stand and use. This should not be such a daunt- 
ing endeavor. This is because most academicians 
have already mastered such language through 
their daily teaching in the classroom, especially 
with MBA students, who in most cases are full- 
time managers and employees, being their pri- 
mary audience. Unfortunately, there is often a 
clear dichotomy between teaching and research 
languages. Such language differences may be 
contributing to the dilemma that many academic 
researchers may be providing an inferior product 
and an outdated knowledge base to students in 
the classroom in order to keep their attention, 
appear relevant, and get good evaluations. It 
should not come as a surprise that many MBA- 
qualified managers lack knowledge of cutting- 
edge research. While scientific jargon may be 
necessary for communication in academic circles, 
a more amiable language may facilitate the trans- 
fer of research knowledge to practicing managers 
and reduce their “ivory tower” perceptions of 
academicians. The classroom would seem to be 
an excellent vehicle for the development of such 
language and the practice of its communication. 
Second, unlike many character strengths in 
positive psychology, which may have terminal 
value, human-oriented positive organizational 
behavior constructs are primarily pursued due to 
their instrumental value. Although valuable in 
their own right, especially for socially responsi- 
ble organizations, unless positively oriented 
human resource initiatives can show a quantifi- 
able return on investment, limited financial 
resources are likely to be allocated to other more 
objectivelymeasurableinvestments.Management 
research on quantifying the return on invest- 
ment in various human resource practices has 
been open to criticism (Latham & Whyte, 1994). 
Additional research needs to be conducted on 
quantifying the return on investment in and 
development of human resources in general, and 
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in positively oriented interventions in particular. 
Furthermore, positive organizational behavior 
research needs to emphasize the linkages with 
productivity, retention, stress reduction, and 
other quantifiable outcomes that would render 
the findings of such research directly useful for 
organizational decision making and resource 
allocation. 

Third, it is unfortunate that human resource 
(HR) professionals often lack the research meth- 
ods and statistical analysis skills to speak the lan- 
guage, let alone use the methods, of their more 
financially oriented counterparts. This deficiency 
leaves HR managers in an inferior position in 
terms of their power and decision-making scope, 
the budget allocations they receive, and even 
their personal compensation. In order for HR 
managers to be involved in strategic decision 
making and resource allocation, they need 
to enhance their methodological and quantita- 
tive skills (i.e., they must become practitioner- 
scientists). Unlike many professions, most 
management education, training, and develop- 
ment programs, especially those oriented toward 
human resource professionals, overemphasize 
the “soft” side of management (e.g., leadership, 
motivation, communication), at the expense of 
the “hard,” data-driven aspects of decision 
making (e.g., research methodology, statistical 
analysis, financial analysis). This may have fur- 
ther contributed to the commonly observed 
intimidation of human resource professionals 
with and resistance to quantitative measurement 
and assessment of human resource initiatives. 
This reluctance of HR professionals to use quan- 
titative assessment tools may come across to 
more financially oriented decision makers as 
aversion to accountability and responsibility, 
and worse that there is no hard evidence of valid- 
ity or real value to the organization. Professional 
human resource management education, train- 
ing, and certification standards are slowly catch- 
ing up but need to be more cognizant of the new 
realities of the demands and challenges found in 
today’s highly competitive environment. 

Other venues for bridging the research-practice 
gap include initiatives that promote academic- 
practitioner interactions such as practitioner- 
oriented conferences, non-academic speaking 
engagements, and consulting opportunities. 
However, motivating academicians to actively 
engage in such initiatives would require signifi- 
cant structural and cultural changes by academic 
institutions to enhance the status of (and rewards 
from) practice-oriented activities and publications. 
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In the final analysis, the positive force, now 
backed by an evidence-based, scientific process, is 
too important for organizations and manage- 
ment practitioners to ignore or write off as too 
soft or even “Pollyannaish.” Positivity in general 
and PsyCap in particular is certainly not the 
answer or “silver bullet” for today’s embattled 
organizations, but it can no longer be ignored if 
they expect to compete and even survive in the 
increasingly negative environment. 
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Organizational Applications of Positive 
Psychology 


As we write this chapter, it is 10 years since the 
“positive psychology” movement as we know it 
was founded (Seligman, 1999) and five years 
since the field of “applied positive psychology” 
was christened with the publication of Positive 
Psychology in Practice (Linley & Joseph, 2004). 
Wow—how much has happened in that time! 
As an eagle-eye overview of developments, 
consider this: The positive psychology special 
issue of the American Psychologist (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) had nothing to say 
about organizational applications (with respect, 
this may not be surprising, since many of the 
founding figures of positive psychology ema- 
nated from the clinical and social psychology 
disciplines). Positive Psychology in Practice, 
which purported to introduce the field of applied 
positive psychology, included a mere four chap- 
ters on organizational applications—and they 
were typically speculative or making connections 
with other bodies of work, rather than empirical 
reviews of published positive psychology 
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research in the area. Yet, things had already 
started to change. 

In 2004, Harvard Business Review listed posi- 
tive psychology as one of the 20 breakthrough 
ideas for organizational management, and within 
five years, an entire 26-chapter volume has been 
completed that is focused exclusively on the orga- 
nizational applications of positive psychology— 
the Oxford Handbook of Positive Psychology 
and Work (Linley, Harrington, & Garcea, 2010a). 
Journal special issues have been dedicated to 
the topic—including the International Coaching 
Psychology Review (Linley & Kauffman, 2007), 
the Journal of Positive Psychology (Fredrickson 
& Dutton, 2008), and Organisations and People 
(Page & Linley, 2008)—and an increasing 
number of practitioners are infusing positive 
psychology into their work with organizations, 
led by our work at the Centre of Applied Positive 
Psychology, which we go on to discuss further 
below. 

Outside of the tightly defined positive psy- 
chology field, other positive trends were also 
emerging and shifting the nature of organiza- 
tional focus. For at least a decade previous to 
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positive psychology, David Cooperrider's work 
on Appreciative Inquiry was changing the way 
in which organizational change was viewed 
(Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987). The work of 
the Gallup Organization on strengths-based 
approaches started a new management paradigm 
(Buckingham & Clifton, 2001), and a sister disci- 
pline to positive psychology, positive organiza- 
tional scholarship, emerged through leading 
scholars at the University of Michigan (Cameron, 
Dutton, & Quinn, 2003). Clearly, positive psy- 
chology was one part--but a very significant 
part--of a wider emerging trend toward accen- 
tuating the positive. 

As is almost always the case, however, the 
essence of these ideas was not new--it had been 
around for some time but had become lost, laying 
dusty on library shelves until a changing zeit- 
geist breathed new life into it. As we look back 
over the history of management and organiza- 
tion, it's not unduly difficult to find great man- 
agement thinkers who shared the ideas espoused 
by positive psychologists today. 

In The Effective Executive, for example, Peter 
Drucker argued that “to make strength produc- 
tive is the unique purpose of organization” 
(Drucker, 1967, p. 60). Aubrey Daniels professed 
the power of positive reinforcement and what 
this means for managers in Bringing Out the 
Best in People: How to Apply the Astonishing 
Power of Positive Reinforcement (Daniels, 1994). 
And possibly the best known of them all, Douglas 
McGregor (1960/2006), challenged management 
orthodoxy by distinguishing between Theory X 
assumptions about workers (i.e., that they are 
inherently lazy and will avoid work if they can) 
and Theory Y assumptions (i.e., that individuals 
are motivated to do their best and fulfill their 
potential). The deep implication of McGregor’s 
work was that organizations with Theory X 
mindsets would treat their employees very dif- 
ferently from those with Theory Y mindsets— 
and that employees would respond in kind to 
how they were being treated. Indeed, we can go 
further and note the work of some of the great 
early “positive psychologists,” such as Abraham 
Maslow—for example, Maslow on Management 
(originally publishedas Eupsychian Management) 
has gone on to influence the thinking of managers 
to this day (Maslow, 1998). 

In the current day, leading management think- 
ers such as Gary Hamel and Dave Ulrich have 
similarly started to tap the essence of what posi- 
tive psychology could bring to management and 
organizations. Hamel (2007) has focused on the 
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role of management innovation, together with 
how organizations could be very different if they 
tapped the inherent potential of their people 
(Hamel, 2009). Ulrich (2008) makes the case as 
to why HR professionals should be “using their 
strengths to strengthen others” and subse- 
quently goes on to outline his thoughts on the 
“abundant organization,” which he believes will 
become the necessary organizational model for 
the future—drawing heavily from positive psy- 
chology (Ulrich, 2010). Whether positive psy- 
chology is referenced explicitly, the themes are 
the same—a finding which speaks to the infu- 
sion of a more positive mindset across manage- 
ment thinkers and beyond, further evidence of 
the changing zeitgeist of which positive psychol- 
ogy is both cause and effect. 


The Plan for this Chapter 


In this chapter, we will do three things. First, we 
will provide a brief overview of what is known 
about organizational applications of positive 
psychology—but we will do so through the lens 
of the practitioner who is actually doing the 
applying. In this way, we will review what is 
known about the organizational applications of 
positive psychology at each stage of the employee 
life cycle, demonstrating that, in many cases, 
there is little empirical research directed in these 
areas, but there is a growing trend toward applied 
experience and case-study evidence. We note 
explicitly that we have not cast our net more 
widely to consider research studies more broadly 
in these areas—which are not specific to positive 
psychology—since this is the explicit focus of 
our chapter and this volume. Notwithstanding 
this, we acknowledge openly that there is much 
that could be learned from a broader consider- 
ation of these literatures, some of which the 
interested reader will find in the Oxford 
Handbook of Positive Psychology and Work 
(Linley, Harrington, & Garcea, 2010a). 

Second, we will briefly review and answer cri- 
tiques that have been made of positive psychol- 
ogy both through the lens of organizational 
science particularly and also more generally. In 
doing so, we address the three critiques that pos- 
itive psychology is inappropriate for organiza- 
tions that are focused on and driven by profit, 
rather than any consideration of human con- 
cerns; that positive psychology is focused on the 
positive at the expense and exclusion of the neg- 
ative; and that positive psychology is focused on 
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strengths at the expense and exclusion of weak- 
nesses. In each of these cases, we demonstrate 
comprehensively that the critique is either mis- 
guided, a misunderstanding, or simply wrong. 

Third, we will turn our attention to the pre- 
sentation of our Research/Practice Roadmap 
for the Organizational Applications of Positive 
Psychology, presenting therein our view on how 
the future of organizational positive psychology 
applications should be developed, and why we 
believe that they should be developed in this 
way. In doing so, we draw from the first author’s 
experience of being a leading positive psychol- 
ogy academic and making the transition into the 
world of organizational applications and man- 
agement consulting, thereby giving us license, 
we believe, to have a solid view about how 
positive psychology as an applied discipline— 
especially as applied to organizations—might be 
developed. 

This Roadmap lays out the key challenges that 
we believe are faced by positive psychology as an 
applied discipline in organizations, together with 
how we recommend those challenges can be 
overcome. Fundamentally, however, our Roadmap 
is designed to be about our desired future of the 
organizational applications of positive psychology, 
including its influence into the practitioner field 
of occupational (I/O) psychology, where such a 
positive shift is sorely needed (Anderson, Herriot, 
& Hodgkinson, 2001; Cascio, 1995; Hill, 2003). 
We also explore how organizations can be devel- 
oped to make work more of a place where people 
love to be and a thing that people love to do. 
Finally, we examine the imperative for organiza- 
tions to become more effective agents of social 
change, in ways that blend profit and market 
capitalism with positive social impact and sus- 
tainability. Let us begin, however, by surveying 
what is known and where we are now. 


Taking Stock: Positive Psychology 
Applications across the Employee 
Life Cycle 


The employee life cycle is an organizational con- 
cept that is used to describe the major elements 
of an employee’s journey in working with an 
organization. The employee life cycle could be 
described in headline form as the cycle of Attract/ 
Select-Retain-Develop-Exit. We use this as our 
overall sub-structure for the section, but as we 
go on to demonstrate below, there may be often 
multiple further sub-elements of the employee 
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life cycle nested under each of these broad 
domains. 


Attract/Select 


The attraction element of the employee life cycle 
is concerned with why employees would want to 
work with that organization in the first place. 
It is fundamentally concerned with employer 
brand (Barrow & Mosley, 2005), a domain of 
marketing, and so perhaps it is not so surprising 
that there is little—if any—empirical positive 
psychology work in these areas. We turn, how- 
ever—as we will throughout this chapter—to 
examples of organizational case studies and evi- 
dence from our own practice, as a means to illus- 
trate some of the ways in which positive 
psychology is being applied in organizations. 
While the work we describe may not fall under 
the remit of “empirical research,” it still squarely 
speaks to organizational applications, and we find 
ourselves typically operating at the intersection 
of the two. 

As such, our consulting experience with the 
Centre of Applied Positive Psychology provides 
two examples of how positive psychology is 
being used in the attraction element of the 
employee life cycle. In both the insurance com- 
pany Norwich Union (now Aviva) and Ernst 
& Young, the professional services firm, the 
strengths approach has been used as a means 
to attract and select new employees. Norwich 
Union has used strengths-based recruitment 
across its UK businesses, leading to the removal 
of their pre-existing competency frameworks 
(Stefanyszyn, 2007). 

Ernst & Young has used strengths-based grad- 
uate recruitment as a means to differentiate its 
offering in the highly competitive professional 
services graduate marketplace (Isherwood, 2008). 
Further, Ernst & Young has gone on to use a 
bespoke version of Realise2, CAPP's online 
strengths assessment and development tool, as a 
way of positioning itself in the graduate market- 
place and to attract candidates for whom the pros- 
pect of working for an organization that builds on 
their strengths appeals—a key aspiration, even 
requirement, for members of the so-called 
Generation Y or Generation Me (Twenge, 2007; 
Twenge & Campbell, 2010). 

Both of these are examples of strengths-based 
recruitment, an application of positive psychol- 
ogy developed and pioneered by the Centre of 
Applied Positive Psychology. Strengths-based 
recruitment identifies the strengths that would 


10/8/2010 3:56:37 PM 


53 
54 


55 


56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 


oO DOAN DH BQN KK 


WWwWWwWWnNNNNNNNNNN BF BP BP BP BP BP BP Be eB pH 
u Ae UÙ N e O KUO SN DUN A UU N Be € HD DAN DUH KR UU NEBO 


36 


37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 


368 PART VIII. 


deliver the key outcomes of a role and then 
recruits individuals who demonstrate these 
strengths. The critical distinction here with tra- 
ditional competency approaches is that strengths 
are both authentic and energizing (Linley, 2008), 
and they are mapped more specifically to the role 
outcomes that an individual needs to deliver 
rather than to generic competency frameworks 
that have no predictive validity (Barrett & Depinet, 
1991; Shippman et al., 2000). The results are that 
people are likely to be far more engaged and 
effective in using their strengths, with attendant 
business results—Norwich Union has been able to 
demonstrate that candidates learn the role faster, 
perform better, and are more highly engaged at 
work—key organizational outcomes (Stefanyszyn, 
2007; Stefanyszyn & Garcea, 2009). 

Other recruitment approaches that draw from 
elements of positive psychology include the role 
of core self-evaluations in recruitment and the 
role of person-organization fit on hiring deci- 
sions. Garcia, Triana, Peters, and Sanchez (2009) 
investigated the role of self-enhancement in a 
job search context and found that it was posi- 
tively related to preparatory job search and 
mediated the relationship between core self- 
evaluations and perceived job alternatives, such 
that people with higher core self-evaluations 
presented themselves more effectively and so 
perceived that they had more job opportunities 
available to them. Chen, Lee, and Yeh (2008) 
examined how candidates ingratiated themselves 
with interviewers, thus increasing the feeling of 
similarity with the manager and increasing their 
chances of receiving a job offer. 


Retain 


Under the broad heading of Retain in the 
employee life cycle, we consider such topics as 
employee engagement, employee well-being, 
diversity, and performance management. 
Engagement is perhaps one area where there 
is a more solid body of evidence from a positive 
psychology perspective. Recent work by Stairs 
and Galpin (2010) highlights the shift that may 
be recommended in organizational thinking, 
which they describe as being from employee 
engagement to employee happiness. Indeed, the 
UK department store and Waitrose food hall 
owner, the John Lewis Partnership, has as one of 
its founding premises the “happiness of Partners 
[i.e., employees] as the ultimate purpose [of the 
business]” (John Lewis Partnership, 2009). More 
traditionally, the empirical work of the Gallup 
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Organization has highlighted the significant busi- 
ness benefits that flow from employee engage- 
ment, including productivity, quality, reduced 
sickness absence, and better employee and busi- 
ness performance (Harter, Schmidt, & Keyes, 
2003). In our own work looking at the positive 
psychology-inspired question of “What engages 
the most highly engaged?” we were able to dem- 
onstrate the central role of an individual's own 
personal responsibility for engagement, the revo- 
lutionary finding that highly engaged employees 
consciously decided whether to give their engage- 
ment or not (Galpin, Stairs, & Page, 2008). 

It’s also worth noting that engagement is a 
topic that has longevity within organizations, 
having been steadily on the organizational radar 
for many years. This is undoubtedly because of a 
wealth of evidence that engagement drives per- 
formance benefits (MacLeod & Clarke, 2009), 
but, even with the onset of the global economic 
recession, employee engagement has remained a 
significant priority. This is likely because of the 
role of engagement in retaining employees in 
organizations (Harter & Blacksmith, 2010), 
which becomes an ever more critical consider- 
ation in times of economic downturn, redundan- 
cies, and layoffs, where talent retention—holding 
on to the people that you want to hold on to— 
is key. 

Employee well-being is also becoming increas- 
ingly studied under the banner of the positive 
psychology movement. There is a long-lasting 
recognition that happier workers are more pro- 
ductive workers (Judge, Thoreson, Bono, & 
Patten, 2001) and that employees with higher 
levels of positive emotion score more highly 
across all performance indicators (Marks, 2006), 
but more recent work demonstrates that 
employee well-being also impacts on physical 
health through such media as blood pressure and 
heart disease—which in turn of course also play 
through to impact on individual and organiza- 
tional performance (Wright, 2010). Organiza- 
tions are also increasingly recognizing the 
importance of their employees’ well-being and 
commissioning well-being audits to guide their 
interventions in this area (nef consulting, 2009). 

Diversity is perhaps often regarded as a com- 
pliance issue within organizations, yet positive 
psychology research and applications are increas- 
ingly suggesting how embracing diversity can 
actually be more of a critical performance driver 
than it ever was a legislative compliance issue. 
For example, Hamel (2007) argues that organiza- 
tions that embrace diversity are also far more 
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innovative, a result driven by the inevitable 
mixing of different experiences, assumptions, 
and views that a diverse workforce entails. From 
the perspective of positive emotions, it has been 
shown that people experiencing higher levels of 
positive emotion are less biased and more inclu- 
sive (Johnson & Fredrickson, 2005), and more 
likely to develop deeper and more meaningful 
relationships with their colleagues (Waugh & 
Fredrickson, 2006)—findings that have implica- 
tions for how positive psychology might be used 
to inform second-generation diversity interven- 
tions with organizations. 

Similarly, organizations are also recognizing 
how interventions to build engagement can be 
equally as effective in diversity, and that engage- 
ment and diversity outcomes may indeed be two 
sides of the same coin. More engaged employees 
are more likely to demonstrate inclusive behav- 
iors, and in doing so to create an environment 
where diversity is valued if not positively 
encouraged. This is critical in ensuring the lon- 
gevity of diversity, since one of the key factors in 
determining the retention of minority group 
staff is the perception of the diversity climate 
(McCay, Avery, Tonidandel, Morris, Hernandez, 
& Hebl, 2007), which is in turn positively influ- 
enced by higher levels of engagement. 

Performance management is concerned with 
how employees are managed on a day-to-day 
basis and the effect that this has on their perfor- 
mance. Work from the Corporate Leadership 
Council (2002) surveying 19,187 employees 
from 34 organizations in 29 countries examined 
50 different performance drivers. Notable from 
their findings was that when a manager focused 
on the strengths of the employee, performance 
increased by up to 36.4%. In contrast, when the 
manager focused on the weaknesses of the 
employee, performance declined by up to 26.8%. 

As an example of positive psychology princi- 
ples applied to performance management, CAPP 
worked with Ellie Roberts of Imago Services at 
Loughborough University to develop a perfor- 
mance management system for the cleaners, 
cooks, drivers, and administrators employed 
by Imago Services (Roberts, 2009). Called 
“Celebrating You,” it was built around the 
strengths that individuals needed to demonstrate 
to deliver the outcomes for each of these roles, 
with builds into a strengths hierarchy at each 
level of the organization, such that employees 
could see a clear line of sight between their 
strengths, successful performance in their cur- 
rent role, and what they would need to be able to 
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deliver in order to progress—all the way up to 
Director level within the organization, as has 
happened with employees who joined initially as 
unqualified cooks and cleaners. 


Develop 


Talent management and development is argu- 
ably at the very core of the “Develop” dimension 
of the employee life cycle—and yet, it is very 
difficult to find explicit work on positive psychol- 
ogy applied to talent management and talent 
development. This may well be because the field 
of talent management is broadly defined, mean- 
ing different things to different people (CIPD, 
2006)—or it may be that the work simply has 
not yet been done. Notwithstanding this, there 
are, we believe, a multitude of areas in which 
positive psychology could be applied to issues of 
talent management and development in organi- 
zations—and indeed the latest thinking on talent 
seems to be including much more that is aligned 
with a positive psychology perspective (Centre 
for Tomorrow’s Company, 2009). 

First, there is the question of “who is talent?” 
Many talent management approaches define 
talent exclusively, for example as the “top X%” 
of people at particular levels of the organization. 
Yet in doing so, they risk disenfranchising and 
disengaging the much larger proportion of the 
population that is not now classified as talent. 
Second, they run the risk of the archetypal “hero 
to zero” syndrome, whereby someone is a tal- 
ented high-flyer this year but doesn't make the 
cut next time round and so becomes a “nobody.” 

In contrast to this, building on what we believe 
a positive psychology understanding of talent 
would look like, we have developed an approach 
that we call “total talent management” (Page, 
2007). This approach is premised on three 
assumptions. First, that we work with the total 
pool of talent available (including everyone in 
the organization and those who are not yet in 
the organization but may be attracted to join it), 
while recognizing that there may be occasions 
where it is legitimate to focus limited resource 
on a particular sub-section of the talent popula- 
tion (but even in doing so, the fundamental 
assumptions about everyone being talent remain 
the same). Second, that we are focused on har- 
nessing the total talent of each individual, which 
means realizing all the strengths and qualities 
that they bring, rather than just those that may 
be relevant to this specific role at this specific 
time. Third, that we recognize and act with the 
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assumption that talent management and devel- 
opment should permeate the whole of an organi- 
zation’s people processes, rather than being 
restricted simply to career and succession plan- 
ning, as may sometimes be the case. 

In this way, we recognize and position total 
talent management as being a holistic, inclusive, 
and integrative approach to realizing the total 
talent of the total population of the organization. 
Strengths-based approaches will be at the heart 
of any total talent management approach, but 
equally the approach is broader than focusing 
only on an individual’s strengths, also encom- 
passing the wider vista of their passions, abilities, 
experiences, and expertise. 

Individual development has also been consid- 
ered through the lens of positive psychology in 
relation to what Luthans calls “psychological 
capital,” which is a combination of hope, optimism, 
efficacy, and resilience. Taken together, these four 
characteristics can be subsumed as a positive core 
for individuals, with evidence showing that it is 
both possible to develop psychological capital 
(Luthans, Avey, & Patera, 2008) and that such 
psychological capital development has a poten- 
tial for financial impact in organizations and a 
high return on investment (Luthans, Avey, 
Avolio, Norman, & Combs, 2006; Youssef & 
Luthans, 2007). In similar veins, hope has been 
shown to be a predictor of higher job perfor- 
mance (Peterson & Byron, 2008), and optimistic 
managers were shown to be more likely to 
have employees who were engaged, optimistic, 
and high performing (Arakawa & Greenberg, 
2007). 

Coaching is an area that has received exten- 
sive attention from positive psychology research- 
ers and practitioners, quite likely because of the 
numerous links that exist between the two disci- 
plines (Linley & Harrington, 2005; 2006). This 
attention has included both authored volumes 
on Positive Psychology Coaching (Biswas-Diener 
& Dean, 2007) and a special issue of the 
International Coaching Psychology Review on 
coaching psychology and positive psychology 
(Linley & Kauffman, 2007). 

Empirically, Tony Grant’s work has lead the 
field, being focused on how lessons from positive 
psychology can be evaluated through the context 
of coaching, and showing that coaching is associ- 
ated with significant increases in goal striving, 
well-being, and hope, which were maintained up 
to 30 weeks post-coaching (Green, Oades, & 
Grant, 2006), and that working with a profes- 
sional coach relative to a peer coach led to higher 
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levels of goal commitment, attainment, and envi- 
ronmental mastery (Spence & Grant, 2007). 

Further, there has been a marked interest in 
strengths coaching, with a number of publica- 
tions describing both the research underpinnings 
and practice of this approach. For example, Linley 
and Harrington (2006) drew out the links between 
strengths coaching and coaching psychology, 
while Govindji and Linley (2007) showed that 
strengths use was associated with higher levels of 
happiness and well-being, even when controlling 
for self-esteem and self-efficacy. Linley, Woolston, 
and Biswas-Diener (2009) provided practical case 
studies and insights into strengths coaching with 
leaders, and Carter and Page (2009) provided an 
overview of the field for the Encyclopedia of 
Positive Psychology. 

The outcomes of strengths coaching typically 
include a greater client understanding and inter- 
nalization of their strengths; recognizing how 
strengths can be used to overcome and mitigate 
weaknesses; greater effectiveness in linking 
strengths to the delivery of goal outcomes; more 
effective working with others through harness- 
ing strengths and complementary partnering; 
and learning how to use the golden mean of 
strengths use—“the right strength, to the right 
amount, in the right way, and at the right time” 
(Linley, 2008, p. 58). 

Leadership development is similarly an area 
where positive psychology scholars and others 
whose work is supportive of the positive psy- 
chology approach have been active in their 
contributions. These include work on transfor- 
mational leadership (Sivanathan, Arnold, Turner, 
& Barling, 2004), authentic leadership (Gardner, 
Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2005), and the key ques- 
tion of whether leaders are born or made—and, 
if made, through what particular experiences 
and developments (Avolio, Griffith, Wernsing, & 
Walumbwa, 2010). More broadly, attention has 
been paid to the question of strengths develop- 
ment in leaders (Morris & Garrett, 2010; Rath & 
Conchie, 2009), especially in relation to using 
strengths appropriately for the situation and 
context (Kaplan & Kaiser, 2010; Linley et al., 
2009). 

Across these complementary approaches, the 
key themes of leadership development from a 
positive psychology perspective revolve around 
making the best of what one already has as a 
leader (i.e., building on one’s strengths) rather 
than trying to become all things to all people; 
recognizing and harnessing strengths effectively 
both in oneself and in teams; understanding the 
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emotional climate that they create and their role 
as “climate engineers”; and delivering both posi- 
tive and negative feedback authentically and 
positively, such that it retains the greatest trac- 
tion and outcomes. 

In relation to the identification and develop- 
ment of strengths, CAPP’s development of the 
Realise2 model is salutary (see www.realise2.com). 
From our experience of working as practitioners 
in the field, we were (and are) often asked what 
the first step is in introducing a strengths 
approach into an organization. For us, the key to 
this is in seeding the language of strengths (Page 
& Carter, 2009). To do so, however, we were left 
frustrated by the absence of a sufficiently devel- 
oped language of strengths, or the existence of 
models of strengths that actually captured and 
included what we considered to be the key deter- 
minants of a strength (Linley, 2008). 

It was for these reasons that we set about 
developing Realise2, which assesses the 60 most 
prevalent attributes according to the three 
dimensions of energy, performance, and use. 
Ratings on each of these dimensions are then 
combined to determine whether an attribute falls 
into the category of a Realized Strength, an 
Unrealized Strength, a Learned Behavior, or a 
Weakness. Depending on the development that is 
right for the individual in context, he or she may 
be recommended to one or more of the four areas 
of the Realise2 4-M Development model: to mar- 
shal Realized Strengths, to maximize Unrealized 
Strengths, to moderate Learned Behaviors, or to 
minimize Weaknesses (see Linley, Willars, & 
Biswas-Diener, 2010). 

Team development has been examined from a 
positive psychology perspective by Richardson 
and West (2010). They present a positive team 
“TPO” (Input-Process-Outcome) model, which 
includes team diversity, attachment, and role 
clarity as inputs; optimism, potency, and leader- 
ship as processes; and performance, engagement, 
and flourishing as outcomes. Examining team 
development from a strengths perspective, Miles 
and Watkins (2007) argued that leadership teams 
are most effective when they capitalize on the 
strengths of each of their members in relation to 
the outcomes that the team needs to deliver. In 
practice, this is illustrated in work undertaken by 
CAPP with the leadership team of a major busi- 
ness unit of BAE Systems (Smedley, 2007). 

In an empirical study of high-performing 
teams, Losada and Heaphy (2004) showed that the 
best-performing teams moved between inquiry, 
asking questions to understand, and advocacy, 
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putting forward their own point of view—and 
that as they did so, they demonstrated positive to 
negative emotion ratios of 6 to 1 or greater. In 
stark contrast, medium- and low-performing 
teams tended to get more stuck in advocacy and 
to have much lower ratios of positive to negative 
emotion. 


Exit 


Broadly speaking, there may be three reasons 
why employees will ultimately exit from their 
organization: through redundancy and outplace- 
ment, through retirement, or to pursue career 
opportunities elsewhere. Again, there is little 
positive psychology research that speaks to these 
domains of the employee life cycle, although in 
our consulting work we have developed and 
delivered organizational restructure and out- 
placement services using insights from the sci- 
ence of positive psychology. It is from these that 
we will draw our case examples. 

Examining U.S. airline industry reactions to 
the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, Gittell, 
Cameron, Lim, and Rivas (2006) found that 
organizations with stronger relational resources 
were more likely to have better financial 
resources, and that these two combined served 
to predict greater organizational resilience— 
with Southwest Airlines being their case in point 
because they avoided layoffs in the aftermath of 
9/11 and within six months had announced plans 
to hire another 4,000 employees, mainly from 
those who had been laid off by other airlines. 
Similarly, in Making the Impossible Possible, 
Kim Cameron and Marc Lavine (2006) tell the 
story of how the Rocky Flats nuclear facility was 
decommissioned and closed down fully 60 years 
and $30bn dollars ahead of budget—a feat that 
they attributed to the “abundance mindset” of 
those responsible for managing the closure. 

In our own work, we have used lessons from 
positive psychology to inform the development 
and delivery of outplacement services for orga- 
nizations. These include helping people to 
manage their emotions during organizational 
transitions (Mossholder, Settoon, Armenakis, & 
Harris, 2000), particularly through emotion- 
focused coping (Stanton, Kirk, Cameron, & 
Danoff-Burg, 2000) and through using the path- 
ways thinking of hope theory to help them in 
constructing desired future alternatives (Snyder, 
1994), as well as providing strengths-based tran- 
sition coaching to enable people to build a view 
of their personal future that is constructed 
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through recognition and development of their 
strengths (Linley, Biswas-Diener & Trenier, in 
press). More widely, work is highlighting the 
importance of allowing employees to move into 
roles more aligned to their strengths at times of 
organizational restructure (Corporate Leadership 
Council, 2009), and positive psychology is being 
used to inform the evidence base for new 
approaches to the evaluation of career develop- 
ment programs (Preskill & Donaldson, 2008). 


Answering the Critiques of Positive 
Psychology in Organizational 
Contexts 


This chapter would not be complete without an 
examination and answering of the critiques 
of positive psychology in organizations (e.g. 
Fineman, 2006; Kaiser, 2009a; Lazarus, 2003; 
Warren, 2010). There are three broad critiques 
that have been put forward and that bear men- 
tion and correction: first, that positive psychol- 
ogy presumes a view of organizations as places 
of potential positivity that is no longer tenable in 
today’s economic climate; second, that positive 
psychology’s approach is fundamentally based 
on separating positive emotions from negative 
emotions “so that positive feelings and outcomes 
can be understood in their own right” to the 
exclusion of the negative (Fineman, 2006, p. 274); 
and third, that positive psychology approaches 
are predicated and focused exclusively on 
“strengths” at the exclusion of “weaknesses.” 
We shall address each critique in turn. 

In making the first challenge, Fineman (2006) 
argues that the reality of current organizational 
cultures is one of profit and competition as a 
result of our modern world of capitalism, con- 
sumerism, corporate power, and transient jobs, 
with the result that humanistic values (positivity) 
are rejected. Hence, he argues that a major chal- 
lenge for positive psychology in such a climate 
is deciding what constitutes “good” or “right,” 
for whom, and who should be making such 
decisions, that is, “whose positiveness is really 
being served, and to what ends?” (Fineman, 2006, 
p. 283). 

Warren (2010) expands on Fineman’s (2006) 
last point. She argues that there is an imbalance 
in the benefits realized from applying positive 
psychology at work and that it is predominantly 
the organization that benefits from encouraging 
positivity in employees’ increased productivity 
and performance. 
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We agree that contemporary organizational 
climates may have a strong focus on competitive 
advantage and profit, but we do not accept— 
fundamentally—that this automatically renders 
positive psychology impotent or unimportant. In 
contrast, we would argue that it makes the case 
for positive psychology even more strongly, 
because organizations of the future will need to 
do ever more to release and realize the best of 
what their people have to offer (e.g., Hamel, 
2007), and positive psychology, as we have dem- 
onstrated above, has a major and increasing role 
to play in this. 

For example, Linley, Harrington, and Garcea 
(2010b) differentiate between the traditional 
“problem-solving” approach that organizations 
have historically adopted, whereby optimal solu- 
tions are sought to overcome organizational 
deficits and problems, and the “abundance 
approach,” which involves organizations identi- 
fying and harnessing the highest potential of 
their people, thereby enabling optimal perfor- 
mance and sustainable impact. Hence, even in 
the modern economic climate, there is a real 
opportunity for positive psychology to enable 
organizations to embrace the positive potential 
of their employees to meet the present and 
future challenges more effectively than a nega- 
tively focused problem-solving approach. 

The second challenge for positive psychology 
within these critiques is the charge that the fun- 
damental tenets of positive psychology seek to 
focus on the positive aspects of human behavior 
and organizational life, explicitly aiming to 
understand what makes individuals happy and 
flourishing to the exclusion of the negativity of 
human experience, such as stress, loss, anger, and 
anxiety. Lazarus (2003, p. 94) argues that posi- 
tive and negative emotions are “two sides of the 
same coin of life”; they are in an ongoing dialec- 
tical relationship, mutually informing each other. 
For example, hope and optimism would not be 
possible without experiencing disappointment. 

This charge belies a naive understanding of 
positive psychology, since numerous scholars 
and practitioners have been at great pains to 
demonstrate that positive psychology is con- 
cerned with the positive as well as the negative, 
rather than at exclusion to it—as evidenced by 
our opening article for the Journal of Positive 
Psychology (Linley, Joseph, Harrington, & Wood, 
2006). For example, in their model of moral cour- 
age in organizations, Sekerka and Bagozzi (2007) 
argue that, by reflecting on the negative emotions 
of fear, anxiety, and the self-conscious emotions 
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of shame and guilt associated with possible future 
actions, individuals are able to develop and exer- 
cise positive morally courageous behavior at 
work—the positive comes from an awareness 
and experience of the negative. This rebuttal is 
eloquently captured by Roberts (2006, p. 297) in 
her response to Fineman: “rather than draw the 
line between what is bad and what is good, the 
positive lens encourages scholars to explore what 
may be positive about seemingly neutral or even 
negative states, and how to transform conditions 
that are truly negative into those that are posi- 
tive.” Further, this challenge largely ignores the 
evidence that positivity does benefit organiza- 
tions, as well as the individuals within those 
organizations (Linley et al., 2009; Muse, Harris, 
Giles, & Feild, 2008; Ramlall, 2008; Youssef & 
Luthans, 2007), and as such has a moral impera- 
tive to be given due consideration in organiza- 
tional research and practice. To separate out the 
organizational benefits of positive approaches 
and criticize them on this basis, while ignoring 
the attendant individual benefits of these posi- 
tive approaches, is akin to “throwing the baby 
out with the bathwater.” 

The third challenge to positive psychology in 
organizations is similarly premised on the idea 
that a positive psychology approach is exclu- 
sively focused on strengths and has no time for 
weaknesses (Kaiser, 2009a). This is similar in 
intent to Lazarus’ (2003) charge that positive 
psychology is focused only on positive emotions, 
but also needs to address negative emotions. 
While we dispute that this is actually the case, 
we agree wholeheartedly with the intent. Specific 
to strengths approaches, our experience as prac- 
titioners is that it is never appropriate to focus 
only on strengths, and that appropriate attention 
to weaknesses is always needed for a holistic and 
integrative view, as our Realise2 model shows 
(Linley, Willars, & Biswas-Diener, 2010). This is 
borne out by evidence showing that optimal 
strengths use (neither too much nor too little) is 
most effective for performance, making up to 
43% difference in effectiveness (Kaiser, Lindberg, 
& Craig, 2007). 

Overall, then, it seems like the arguments 
against positive psychology in organizations are 
typically premised on either misunderstandings 
or limited understandings of the approaches that 
positive psychology practitioners may employ. 
By shifting the focus from problem solving to 
abundance, organizations have the potential 
to develop an approach that allows employees to 
excel at what they do best, to create a sustainable, 
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positive, and rewarding culture, for both indi- 
viduals and the organization. This does not 
translate into an exclusive focus on the positive, 
but rather provides the potential for an integra- 
tive understanding of how we can create organi- 
zations as places that may ultimately serve as 
instruments for the magnification and develop- 
ment of all that is best about the human spirit— 
a theme to which we turn in our Roadmap, next. 


Moving Forward: A Research/Practice 
Roadmap for the Organizational 
Applications of Positive Psychology 


In developing this Roadmap, we have reflected on 
some of the biggest challenges and the biggest 
questions that we face as practitioner-researchers 
in the organizational applications of positive psy- 
chology. The field is nascent, and so we don’t have 
all the answers, but instead we pose a series of 
questions that we intend will shape the direction 
of the field in moving forward, and deliver the 
benefits of positive psychology applications more 
widely for everyone working in organizations. In 
setting our six questions for the Research/ 
Practice Roadmap for the Organizational 
Applications of Positive Psychology, we start 
with those that are close to home—the nature of 
what we do and who does it—before moving on 
to those questions that actually fire us up much 
more on a daily basis—the questions of why we 
should be doing this in the first place. 


Inspiring Collaboration and Integration 


If we believe (as we do) that society is better 
served by the integration of research and practice 
in organizational life, and in the collaborations 
that lead to this integration, then we must begin 
by paying attention to the types of research that 
are conducted and the reasons for which they are 
conducted. Anderson, Herriott, and Hodgkinson 
(2001) provide a superb 2X2 matrix (the 2X2 
matrix would be considered by many to be the 
doyen of the consulting world) along the dimen- 
sions of research quality and research audience 
for occupational psychology. These two dimen- 
sions intersect to define research that is Puerile 
(poor quality and of little interest to any audi- 
ence), Populist (poor quality but appeals to a 
popular audience), Pedantic (high quality but 
of very limited circulation and interest, only to 
one’s professional peers), and Pragmatic (high- 
quality research that has a broad circulation 
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and relevance to both other researchers and 
practitioners). 

Clearly, one should be desirous of Pragmatic 
research, yet also recognize the multitude of bar- 
riers that exist to its inception and delivery. 
These barriers include the research interests 
of researchers (who typically write for other 
researchers, rather than for practitioners); the 
academic reward systems for those researchers 
(which typically reward pedantic research at the 
expense of pragmatic research); the intellectual 
barrier that is created between researchers and 
practitioners when researchers write in a scien- 
tific language that is opaque to all but their initi- 
ated peers (a seeming prerequisite for pedantic 
research); and massive discrepancies in time 
horizons between academic institutions (where 
course accreditations and promotion panels can 
typically take upward of a year) and commercial 
organizations (where, in reflection of the expo- 
nential pace of change, time horizons are mea- 
sured in minutes, hours, and days in the short 
term, months and quarters in the medium term, 
and years only in the very long term). Clearly, a 
visitor from another planet may well conclude 
that research and practice had been explicitly 
designed not to support each other. 

Yet, as much of the research and practice reviewed 
in this chapter attests, positive psychology— 
and especially positive psychology researcher/ 
practitioners—are doing much to surmount 
these barriers and to create communities of prac- 
tice where research is translated into practice 
and where practical concerns are used to shape 
research questions of interest. This is what we do 
every day in blending our research and consult- 
ing work at the Centre of Applied Positive 
Psychology—and this chapter serves as one 
example of doing so. As such, in taking a positive 
psychology mindset to the challenge, we ask: 


1. What can we learn from the successful 
integration of research and practice that 
can be used to inform and develop further 
successful integration of research and 
practice on a much wider scale? Specific 
research projects that could address this 
question include: What is the evidence to 
show that empirically informed 
organizational interventions deliver better 
outcomes than experientially informed 
interventions? Such a question might be 
approached by having two groups presented 
with the same issue, and one group 
designing an empirically informed 
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intervention, while the second group designs 
an intervention based on their own 
experience. The effectiveness of the two 
interventions would then be compared. 


Creating Communities of Practice 


The people who are enabled to serve in this inte- 
gration of research and practice will come, by defi- 
nition, from a variety of backgrounds—academia, 
consulting, private practice, organizations large 
and small, commercial, and public sector. There 
are, however, two key constituencies where we 
might effectively intervene in order to leverage 
the future of the organizational applications of 
positive psychology: occupational (I/O) psychol- 
ogy training and business school training. 

In our discussions with UK practitioners of 
occupational (I/O) psychology, there is a real 
sense that occupational psychology has lost its 
way and needs to be refreshed in its thinking and 
approach. Organizational purchasers of tradi- 
tional occupational psychology services (assess- 
ment centers, development retreats, diversity 
audits) are increasingly taking this work in- 
house as a means of reducing costs and realizing 
the benefits of the talent and expertise they 
already employ. This trend means that traditional 
occupational psychology practices are having to 
redefine what they do to position themselves as 
shapers of the game once again, rather than as 
chasers of the game. Positive psychology applica- 
tions in organizations have tremendous potential 
in this way and provide one of the reasons we see 
such an explosion of interest across organiza- 
tional consulting firms in this area. 

Similarly, business school graduates are 
increasingly turning their attention to what they 
need to know—and hence what should be 
included in their curricula—that goes beyond the 
traditional business school content of strategy, 
marketing, economics, finance, and accounting. 
Organizational Behavior (OB) is often included, 
but for many, “OB” stood for a less-than-flattering 
alternative term. With the science of positive 
psychology, and an increasing evidence base for 
the critical role of human engagement and inno- 
vation in organizations, OB has the potential to 
take an increasingly critical differentiating role 
in management and organizational innovation 
(see Hamel, 2007). As such, the question we pose 
for our Roadmap is: 


2. How do we need to shape and design 
occupational (I/O) psychology and business 
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school training, such that developing 
practitioners are inspired to infuse the 
lessons of positive psychology applications 
in organizations in their work? A specific 
research project to assess this question 
would be to compare and contrast the 
professional effectiveness of I/O 
psychologists and business school graduates 
who (a) had had no experience with OB 
materials and (b) had had significant 
exposure to OB materials. The outcome 
variables of interest would be whether the 
practitioners were differentially effective in 
their outcomes achieved, and whether this 
effectiveness varied according to the nature 
of the outcomes, for example, people 
outcomes relative to business strategy 
outcomes, as two comparison points. 


Making the Business, Research, and Social 
Case for Positive Psychology Applications in 
Organizations 


Why should organizations give credence to posi- 
tive psychology applications? Why should prac- 
titioners invest their valuable training time in 
attending to it? Why should consulting teams 
consider that a knowledge of positive psychology 
may be a key part of their consulting arsenal? It 
is imperative that we, as a discipline, are able to 
answer these questions affirmatively. Otherwise 
we have no call whatsoever on the time and 
attention of those we seek to serve in an increas- 
ingly information-crowded world. 

Positive psychology is about the study of the 
“positive” but is also fundamentally about 
changing the nature of the questions that we ask 
(Linley, Joseph, Harrington, & Wood, 2006). 
When we ask the right questions, we are far 
more likely to arrive at the right answers—and 
yet, so often, we unwittingly ask the wrong 
questions, shaped and conditioned as we are by 
the fundamental assumptions, cultural norms, 
organizational codes, and behavioral experiences 
that define the lenses through which we see the 
world. As Robert Sternberg (1999; in Morgeson, 
Seligman, Sternberg, Taylor, & Manning, 1999) 
insightfully recognized, knowing which ques- 
tion to ask in the first place is key. We should be 
absolutely clear on the “so what” of what we dis- 
cover, and yet too often our experience is that the 
implications of research are literally “so what?” 
Life would typically have been no different—- 
and certainly no worse—had we not known the 
answer to this particular research question. 
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As such, we must strive to ensure that the 
questions we ask as researchers and practitioners 
are worthy of being asked in the first place. Do 
they not only advance knowledge but do so in a 
way that will make a fundamental difference, or 
provide powerful insights, into how we might 
improve the lot of human beings in the world of 
work? Our Roadmap question is thus: 


3. What do we need to demonstrate to make 
the business, research, and social case for 
positive psychology? Are the questions that 
we are asking, and the interventions that we 
are undertaking, really going to help us in 
making this case? Specific research questions 
that we are often asked include, “What is the 
business value of positivity?” or “What is 
the bottom-line impact of employing 
strengths-based approaches?” In each case, 
we should be striving to provide specific 
evidence that answers these questions. For 
example, is strengths-based recruitment 
more effective than traditional competency- 
based recruitment? Is a positive psychology 
approach to talent management better at 
developing people than a traditional 
deficit-based model? Do outplaced employees 
fare better when they have experienced 
strengths-based outplacement relative to 
traditional CV-building workshops? 
Ultimately, as this evidence builds and we 
are able to collate it by literature reviews 
and meta-analyses, we will be able to answer 
the questions in the broad terms that they 
are asked, but in the short term, our focus 
should be on answering specific research 
questions about specific outcome needs that 
will ultimately form the evidence base on 
which later applications can be built. 


Redefine the Nature of Work 


Work is, for many, still an “industrial age” activity, 
despite the fact that we have been in the informa- 
tion age for at least a decade. Organizations, and 
the management of organizations, are very slow 
to catch up. As Studs Terkel (1972, p. xi) put it: 
“... work is, by its very nature, about 
violence—to the spirit as well as to the body. 
It is about ulcers as well as accidents, about 
shouting matches as well as fistfights, about 
nervous breakdowns as well as kicking the 
dog around... It is about a search too, for 
daily meaning as well as daily bread, for 
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recognition as well as cash, for astonishment 
rather than torpor; in short, for a sort of life 
rather than a Monday through Friday sort 
of dying.” 


Conduct a thesaurus search for the synonyms 
of work, and this is representative of what you 
find: drudge, grind, servitude sweat, toil. Even 
worse, its antonyms: entertainment, fun, pas- 
time (search conducted at www.thesaurus.com). 
Is work really so bad? As positive psychologists, 
we don’t think so, but lay definitions and vocab- 
ulary seem to suggest that for many people it is. 
Given this, it seems that one cannot talk about 
the organizational applications of positive psy- 
chology without first recognizing the fundamen- 
tal that the experience of work for so many people 
could be so much more—and that, as positive 
psychologists, we have both a deep responsibility 
and a major opportunity to take on the mantle of 
expanding and sharing our knowledge of what 
makes work fulfilling, and then, most important 
of all, helping to shape workplaces so that they 
are conducive to this general experience, for both 
organizational and individual ends. 

In essence, it is our view that positive 
psychology—and especially positive psycho- 
logy practitioners working with and within 
organizations—have before them a remarkable 
opportunity to help shape work as something 
that people want to do, and to create organiza- 
tions as communities where people want to be. 
There is already a wealth of knowledge from 
positive psychology research that speaks to how 
we can create environments that allow people to 
give of the best of themselves, and how we can 
both identify and harness the best of what people 
have to offer. 

We see organizations that inculcate the key 
principles of positive psychology as being orga- 
nizations where employees know for themselves 
what their greatest contribution can be and how 
they can make it, where they know what their 
strengths are and how they can use them most 
effectively, and where they have a clear view on 
what does and doesn’t engage them in their 
work—and have the opportunity to do some- 
thing about it. This vision speaks to a different 
sort of organizing than most of us have experi- 
enced, but it is one of which we have (hopefully) 
all had a sight—if only fleetingly—at some point 
in time. This vision requires a simplification, 
rather than a complication, of HR processes and 
practices, since it speaks to employees being in 
the driver’s seat for their own contributions and 
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their own careers, rather than being mere pas- 
sengers across the employee life cycle. This leads 
us to the fourth question of our Roadmap: 


4. How can we create work as something that 
people love to do, and organizations as places 
where people love to be? Specific research 
projects in this area would be focused on 
questions of whether organizations that 
adopt a more positive approach score higher 
than others on employee engagement and 
corporate responsibility scores, and whether 
they ultimately are able to deliver better 
business performance. Anecdotally, evidence 
suggests that this is the case, but in the 
complex world of organizational life, it is 
increasingly difficult to untangle cause and 
effect and establish meaningful predictors of 
outcomes—but we should still be striving to 
do so! 


Redefine Our Definition and Assumptions 
about Organizations 


Our views of organizations and how they ought 
to be “organized” have not really changed since 
the industrial revolution. Henri Fayol, a man- 
agement theorist, described some of the essential 
functions of management in organizations thus 
in 1917: planning, organizing, commanding, 
coordinating, and controlling. Approaching a 
century later, the same list could largely apply. 
Can we really claim that the world—and the 
world of organizations—has changed so little in 
this time? We think not. 

As such, where might we turn to try and 
understand more modern ideas for the structure 
of organizations, or indeed the process of orga- 
nizing? There are two great lessons that are all 
around us. The first is evolution, and the lesson 
of how we as human beings have consistently 
evolved to defend ourselves against threats and 
to take advantage of opportunities. Organizations 
need to do the same, developing an organiza- 
tional change agility that reflects the evolution- 
ary adaptiveness of the humans who make up 
organizations—but at a much, much faster pace. 

The second, in our modern age, is the lesson of 
the Internet. It has become a cliché to say that the 
Internet has revolutionized our lives and contin- 
ues to do so. But the principles of the Internet— 
distributed leadership, greater open-source 
technologies, networked organizing, parallel 
processing, almost no hierarchies—have yet to 
revolutionize how we think about and organize 
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in organizations. But change is coming, and 
practitioner-researchers in the organizational 
applications of positive psychology would do well 
to develop a view on how organizations could 
learn from the power of harnessing the collective 
talents that exist around them—the open-source 
operating system Linux, and the online encyclo- 
pedia Wikipedia being but two of the most well- 
known examples (Tapscott & Williams, 2007). 
There is but one organization that has truly 
adapted the principles of evolution and the dis- 
tributed efficacy of the Internet into its manage- 
ment structures from the beginning. It is the 
largest organization in the world. Almost every- 
one has heard of it, almost all of us will have 
used it, but few of us would recognize its acco- 
lade as World No. 1—in large part because it is, 
like evolution and the Internet, all around us. 
The company is VISA, and its history and rise is 
charted movingly by its Founding CEO, Dee 
Hock (2005). There is much that we can all learn 
from this new way of conceptualizing organiza- 
tions, as our fifth Roadmap question attests: 


5. If we were to design organizations that are fit 
for the challenges of the 21st century and 
beyond, how would we do so? How can the 
organizational applications of positive 
psychology help realize this field of inquiry? 
Here specific research projects would be 
focused on whether positivity allows 
organizations to be more agile, adaptive, and 
resilient, all three being qualities that will 
define the successful organizations of the 
future. Can researchers conduct studies of 
organizational agility, adaptiveness, and 
resilience that can then predict how those 
organizations will fare over the course of 
differing social, economic, technological, and 
demographic challenges? These are the 
issues faced by organizations in the modern 
world, and by grasping this need, positive 
psychology has the opportunity to 
contribute to their design and practice in the 
future. 


Redefine our View of “How Organizations 
Ought to Be” 


Well before the global recession and financial 
crisis that prompted a questioning of our model 
of increasingly globalized capitalism, prescient 
thinkers were raising the question of “how ought 
organizations to be?”—in fact, none other than 
the VISA Founding CEO, Dee Hock (2005). 
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There are many things about our current 
organizational structures that work at the level 
of efficiency and profit but that are woefully 
lacking at the level of human engagement and 
social contribution. Equally, organizations are 
the most powerful entities on Earth, and so we 
rightly should attend to the question of how orga- 
nizations can be used as a force for positive social 
change (see also Biswas-Diener, Linley, Govindji 
& Woolston, this volume). Peter Senge and col- 
leagues (2008) describe this as The Necessary 
Revolution, while Howard Gardner (2007) 
focuses on Responsibility at Work and the nature 
of Good Work (Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, & 
Damon, 2001). In a close link to the positive psy- 
chology field, David Cooperrider and his col- 
leagues lead the way in adopting a positive approach 
to answering the question of how organizations 
can be used to positive social ends, through their 
work at the Center for Business as an Agent of 
World Benefit (see http://worldbenefit.case.edu). 

Whatever one’s view of organizations, it is our 
view that two things are fundamental givens and 
need to be harnessed to effect the change the 
world so desperately requires: first, organiza- 
tions are not the enemy, but rather the single 
greatest means we have to effect this necessary 
social, economic, and environmental change; and 
second, the imperative of that change is becom- 
ing ever greater—and as it does, so does the 
imperative for us to find more satisfying answers 
to the question of how organizations ought to 
be, in service of creating a world that is environ- 
mentally sustainable, economically developing, 
technologically advanced, and socially inclusive. 
This leads us to the final—and arguably most 
important—question for our Roadmap: 


6. How ought organizations to be, if we are to 
redefine them as agents for positive social 
change in a way that blends the driving 
forces of profit and market capitalism with 
the imperative outcomes of positive social 
impact and sustainability? On this basis, 
positive psychology researchers can be 
looking to provide the evidence that 
organizations that are agents of positive 
social change are making a tangible and 
sustainable difference in their worlds. Here 
the challenge is a slightly different one, 
since many know in their hearts that they 
are, yet they lack the empirical evidence to 
demonstrate it. Here positive psychology 
researchers can serve the future of the 
discipline by bringing the rigor of their 
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scientific training and methods to 
evaluation and outcome studies that are 

not intervention-based but instead seek to 
provide the evidence for good works that are 
already underway. In doing so, positive 
psychology researchers may be doing one of 
the greatest services for their field and for 
humankind, by shining the light of empirical 
evidence in support of the good works that 
are happening already but which require 
scientific support for their defense and 
continuation. 


Overall in this chapter, we have set out to take 
stock of what is known so far about the organiza- 
tional applications of positive psychology, but 
also, perhaps more importantly, to turn our 
minds, and your thoughts, toward what a future 
Roadmap for the discipline may be. We have cast 
our perspectives well beyond the academic 
library and the consultant's office, ultimately to 
take on our responsibility as citizens of the 
world, asking ourselves how the discipline that 
we love can become even more of a force for 
good in the world we all share. We hope we have 
inspired you to join us on this journey. 
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Place is a fundamental feature of human existence. 
Jane Jacobs (1969, 1984) long ago argued that 
cities are the fundamental building blocks of 
economic progress. Cities are vital to economic 
growth, as they vary markedly in natural 
resources, human capital, and market demands. 
Politicians and social scientists have long known 
that systems of power, the rise and fall of nations, 
and electoral outcomes all hinge on geography. 
And recent research has found that human civi- 
lization and the birth of language itself can be 
traced to early cities (Powell, Shennan, & 
Thomas, 2009). Thus, the scientific study of cities 
has provided terrific insight into the nature of 
human behavior. 

But cities are not just containers comprising 
crops and fossil fuels, businesses and industries, or 
voting blocks and town halls. They are places 
where people live—where people come together, 
where they fall in love, where they raise their 
families, where they go to school and work, where 
they worship, and where they spend their free 
time. They are locations of human existence, 
human creativity, and human energy. These are 
fundamental aspects of human life that contribute 
to psychological health. And if we are to develop 
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an understanding of the factors that contribute 
to the prosperity of cities, we must consider the 
factors that contribute to the psychological well- 
being of the people who live in them. 

Psychologists and the field of positive psychol- 
ogy in particular have made a huge contribution 
in shifting attention away from the factors that 
promote negative affect and psychological dis- 
tress, toward the things that contribute to our 
positive affect and psychological well-being. 
There is now a large and robust literature on 
well-being; the results of which are clear. We 
know that well-being is positively associated 
with marital satisfaction, income, productivity, 
sociability, creativity, and physical health 
(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). Although 
the causal directions of those relationships are 
not clear, there are good reasons to believe that 
success in each of those domains contributes to 
well-being. And given that the places in which 
people live affect their opportunities for finding 
a partner, a good job, and rewarding hobbies, it is 
necessary to consider the impact that place has 
on psychological well-being. 

Curiously, little attention has been given to 
the geography of well-being and the role of place 
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and community in it. Psychologists and social 
scientists have by and large overlooked the 
impact that place can have on a person’s happi- 
ness and satisfaction with life. More often than 
not, it seems as though place is merely the back- 
drop against which all the “real” stuff that causes 
people happiness or misery occurs; a stage where 
love is found or lost and where careers begin or 
end. Rarely has place been considered a source of 
meaning in its own right. Perhaps social scien- 
tists have gravitated away from questions about 
place and well-being toward other questions 
because place is not necessarily easy to opera- 
tionalize or measure systematically. Or perhaps 
little attention has been paid to it because we 
take for granted the places in which we live. 
Whatever the reason is, place remains a great 
unknown in positive psychology. 

In this chapter, we hope to redress the neglect 
of place by making a case for its importance in 
positive psychology. The primary question moti- 
vating our work is: Does where people live affect 
their psychological well-being? We believe there 
is a fair amount of research already available to 
help us answer that question. And we have some 
ideas about which aspects of places are most 
important. But to really develop an understand- 
ing of the interplay between place and well-being, 
more research is desperately needed. In the final 
section of the chapter, we develop a research 
agenda for further exploring the relation between 
place and well-being. 


Taking Stock: What Do We Know about 
Place and Well-Being? 


National differences in well-being. Most of the 
research that has anything to say about place and 
well-being has focused on national differences 
(Diener & Diener, 1995; Diener, Diener, & Diener, 
1995; Diener & Lucas, 2000; Diener, Oishi, & 
Lucas, 2003; Inglehart & Klingemann 2000; Lynn 
& Steel, 2006; Steel & Ones, 2002; Veenhoven, 
1993). Results from several international studies 
converge showing consistent mean differences in 
well-being across nations. For example, Canada, 
Denmark, Switzerland, and the U.S. invariably 
have the highest well-being scores compared to 
other nations, while many nations in Eastern 
Europe and Africa score near the bottom (Diener, 
2000; Diener et al., 1995; Veenhoven 1993). What 
accounts for these national differences? 

Several studies have linked national levels of 
well-being to a range of social indicators. By and 
large, the results indicate that nations where 
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people are happy tend to be individualistic and 
value independence and autonomy (Diener et al., 
1995; Hofstede, 2001). Explanations for the links 
suggest that in individualistic societies people 
have a wide variety of options for how to live 
their lives, success is usually attributed to per- 
sonal ability, and people have more freedom to 
express themselves than do people in more col- 
lectivistic societies. Nations that score high on 
measures of well-being also score high on 
indexes of human rights and social equality. In 
line with explanations for the happiness and 
individualism link, nations that protect the rights 
of people of a different gender, race, nationality, 
religion, or sexual orientation afford a greater 
proportion of their population the freedom to 
pursue a life that is satisfying and rewarding. 
A number of studies have also found a connec- 
tion between national levels of well-being and 
income (Diener et al., 1995, 2003; Diener & Suh, 
1997; Schyns, 1998). For example, Stevenson and 
Wolfers (2008) recently showed that happiness 
and income are closely related—people with 
high incomes are happier than people with lower 
incomes, both in absolute and relative terms. 
However, it should be noted that this link has 
not been found consistently (see Easterlin, 1995; 
Veenhoven, 1991). The inconsistency may depend 
on the nations that are studied, as Diener and 
colleagues (1995) have found that the relation- 
ship between national levels of well-being and 
income plateau once personal wealth reaches a 
certain point. The explanation for the happiness 
and income association is straightforward: for 
people to be happy, basic needs for food, water, 
and shelter must be met. Once the basics are 
taken care of, most everything else is a luxury. 

As interest in national differences in well-being 
has taken off, so too has interest in national differ- 
ences in personality. Armed with a consensually 
shared and empirically valid model of personal- 
ity structure, teams of psychologists have started 
investigating national differences in the Big Five 
(Allik & McCrae, 2004; Hofstede & McCrae, 
2004; McCrae, 2001; McCrae & Terracciano, in 
press; McCrae, Terracciano et al., 2005; Schmitt, 
Allik, McCrae, & Benet-Martínez, 2007; Steel & 
Ones, 2002). In an impressive series of studies, 
McCrae and colleagues have amassed a database 
of personality scores for more than 70 nations. 
The results from that work show robust national 
personality differences and that national levels 
of personality are associated with rates of cancer, 
life expectancy, substance abuse, and obesity 
(McCrae & Terracciano, 2007). 


10/8/2010 4:05:54 PM 


54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 
106 
107 
108 


Interest in national personality differences has 
also helped shed more light on the interplay of 
place and well-being. For example, Steel and 
Ones (2002) found that national levels of happi- 
ness and satisfaction were negatively related to 
levels of Neuroticism and positively related to 
Extraversion and Openness. McCrae et al. (2005) 
also found relationships between well-being and 
personality. Their work showed that national 
levels of well-being were positively related to 
Extraversion, Openness, and Agreeableness. 
Curiously, however, no relationship between 
Neuroticism and well-being was found. Taken 
together, this research indicates that the psycho- 
logical dispositions common to a geographic 
region contribute to levels of well-being. 

In summary, there is a considerable amount 
of evidence that well-being is not uniformly 
distributed around the globe but is geographi- 
cally clustered. In nations where people’s basic 
needs are taken care of, where people have the 
freedom to be themselves, and where differences 
are tolerated, people are generally happy. So we 
now have some clues about which aspects of 
place are related to psychological well-being. But 
is nationality a sufficient proxy for place? Is it 
enough for understanding the impact place has 
on well-being? 

The nations in which people live obviously 
have a profound effect on their lives, but when 
we think and talk about where we live, it is not 
our home country that comes to mind, but the 
cities, towns, and neighborhoods in which we 
live. Moreover, when people are considering 
places to live, places to settle down, find a job, and 
start a family, they tend not to look outside their 
home country but within it. Thus, if we are going 
to develop an understanding of the interplay 
between place and well-being, we really need to 
look within nations. 

Intra-national differences in well-being. There 
are good reasons to expect the interplay of place 
and well-being to go deeper than the national 
level. Regions within nations vary on many of 
the same indicators that are associated with 
national levels of well-being. 

Perhaps the only study that has directly inves- 
tigated intra-national differences in well-being 
was conducted by Plaut, Markus, and Lachman 
(2002). Using a nationally representative sample 
of U.S. residents, they compared each of the nine 
U.S. Census divisions on psychological, social, 
and physical well-being. Their results revealed 
high levels of well-being in the New England, 
Great Plain, Southwest, and Mountain regions, 
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and comparatively lower levels in the Mid-Atlantic, 
Midwest, and especially Southeastern and South 
Central regions. The results from this work dem- 
onstrate that there are intra-national differences 
in well-being. But because the regional differ- 
ences in well-being were not compared to any 
social indicators or outcome variables, it is hard 
to know how much importance or meaning to 
place on those differences. 

A recent study of personality differences 
within the U.S. provides reasons to believe that 
regional differences in well-being probably vary 
at the state level and, more importantly, are 
related to important state-level outcomes. Using 
a sample of more than three-quarters of a mil- 
lion U.S. residents, Rentfrow, Gosling, and Potter 
(2008) mapped the distribution of the Big Five 
personality dimensions and examined their con- 
nections with a variety of social indicators. Their 
results revealed some very clear patterns. For 
example, Extraversion was highest in the central 
states and lowest in the Northwest and most of 
the East Coast states. Agreeableness was higher 
in the Midwest and Southern states than in 
the Northeastern states. Conscientiousness was 
highest in the Southern and Midwest states and 
lowest in the Northeastern states. The map of 
Neuroticism revealed a “stress belt” dividing the 
East and West, with states from Maine to 
Louisiana being highest, states to the immediate 
Northwest and Southeast having slightly lower 
levels, and states in the West having the lowest 
levels of Neuroticism. And a clear geographic 
divide emerged for Openness, such that states 
in the Northeast and West Coast were higher 
than those in the Midwest and South. But what 
do these differences mean? How important are 
they? 

It turns out that they are very important. 
Statewide personality differences were associated 
with a wide array of social indicators, from crime 
and social involvement to political ideology and 
mortality. For instance, Rentfrow and colleagues 
(2008; Rentfrow, Jost, Gosling, & Potter, 2009) 
found that regional differences in Extraversion 
were positively related to social involvement, 
religiosity, and life expectancy. Statewide differ- 
ences in Neuroticism were negatively related to 
social involvement, health-promoting behavior, 
and longevity. And differences in Openness were 
positively related to liberal values, tolerating 
diversity, and creativity, but negatively related 
to social involvement. It is also worth noting 
that the geographic distribution of Neuroticism 
was very similar to the inverse of the well-being 
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pattern reported by Plaut and colleagues (2002). 
The strong relationships between personality 
and the social indicators make it reasonable to 
suppose that statewide differences in well-being 
might be connected to important outcome vari- 
ables too. Indeed, given that well-being has been 
shown to relate to Extraversion and Neuroticism 
at both individual and aggregate levels of analy- 
sis (Diener, 2000; Diener et al., 2003; McCrae 
et al., 2005; Steel & Ones, 2002), the state-level 
research suggests that regional differences in 
well-being may be related to rates of community 
involvement, spending time with family and 
friends, healthy behavior, and mortality. 

In summary, the research reviewed thus far 
makes a compelling case that there are national and 
regional differences in well-being. The so-called 
“good life” is not available to just anyone, but 
mainly to those who live in developed countries 
and in places where people are allowed to be 
themselves. Moreover, the research indicates 
that the differences in well-being are associated 
with cultural and societal processes. In places 
with strong communities, where people are able 
to work together and are open and accepting of 
those from different walks of life, individuals are 
generally happy and healthy. However, in places 
that lack such values and ideologies, people are 
unhappy, tense, and emotionally unstable, and 
physically unhealthy. 

So where people live can have a dramatic effect 
on their psychological well-being. But all of the 
research covered thus far has focused on the 
characteristics common to places where people 
are happy and satisfied. As we try to develop an 
understanding of the connections between place 
and well-being, we also need to focus on the 
characteristics of individuals. Aside from the 
basics, what is it that people want from a place? 
Are there specific characteristics of a place that 
determine whether people are happy? Are cer- 
tain aspects of a place more important to some 
people than other people? What determines 
whether a person stays someplace or moves 
away? Understanding what people want and 
need from where they live and whether where 
they live satisfies those wants and needs will fur- 
ther inform our knowledge of the connections 
between place and well-being. 

What do people want from a place? When 
people are deciding where to live, what deter- 
mines where they settle? Is it jobs? What about 
“quality of place”—outdoor attractions, historic 
buildings, culture, and nightlife? What about the 
social climate—the values, political views, and 
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religious beliefs of those who already live there? 
Tiebout (1956) suggested that when people are 
choosing a place to live (e.g., a neighborhood), 
they are evaluating places in terms of how well 
the places can provide the services they need. Is 
it a safe area? Are the schools good? How far 
away is it from the office? People with children 
naturally pick neighborhoods with good school 
systems, whereas young, single professionals 
have different sets of needs and therefore choose 
different places to settle. But what exactly is it 
about place that contributes to our happiness? 

Using data from a Gallup survey, Florida 
(2008) examined the characteristics of places that 
are most important to people, which included 
proximity to family and friends, career options, 
and amenities. For some people, the most impor- 
tant aspect of where they lived was its proximity 
to family and friends. Such people placed consid- 
erable importance on tight social relationships 
and therefore derive a tremendous sense of 
belonging from where they live. For some, the 
most important aspect of where they lived 
depended on career opportunities and, in partic- 
ular, having a meaningful career. Such people 
reported deriving higher levels of satisfaction 
from their work than from their social lives and 
communities. For others, a great deal of their 
happiness was derived from the quality of the 
place itself. Of course, preferences vary, with 
some people craving outdoor amenities such as 
trails, mountains, and beaches, and others prefer- 
ring city amenities such as museums, cultural 
events, and nightlife. 

The results from the Gallup survey also 
revealed that people who live in different types 
of places derive happiness from different things. 
For example, people who lived in suburban areas 
placed considerable importance on safety, the 
quality of the school systems, the local economy, 
and career opportunities. Residents of rural areas 
reported deriving satisfaction from their rela- 
tionships with their family and friends, as well as 
from the clean air and water, and physical and 
natural beauty of their surroundings. People 
living in large urban centers reported deriving 
happiness from their ability to constantly meet 
new people, as well as the easy access to diverse 
cultural opportunities like theaters, museums, 
art galleries, restaurants, and live music venues 
(Florida, 2008). 

That research provides ideas about the key 
aspects of a place that are important to people 
and indicates that people who live in different 
locales derive satisfaction from different things. 
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There appears to be an interaction between 
people and the environments in which they live. 
Not everyone derives happiness from the same 
place; finding happiness turns on finding a place 
that fits with a person’s wants and needs. Thus, 
people seem to seek out places that they think 
will meet their needs. 

This idea is consistent with a lot of social sci- 
entific research. For instance, there is a consider- 
able amount of evidence from psychological 
research indicating that people seek out social 
environments in which their attitudes, beliefs, 
and personalities are valued by others and can be 
easily expressed (Buss, 1987; Emmons & Diener, 
1986; Ickes, Snyder, & Garcia, 1997; McCrae, 
2001; Swann, Rentfrow, & Guinn, 2003). For 
example, extraverts tend to seek out socially 
stimulating environments, whereas people high 
in Neuroticism tend to avoid highly stimulating 
environments(e.g.,Furnham,1981).Furthermore, 
when people find social environments where 
their psychological needs and wants are met, 
they are more satisfied than are people in envi- 
ronments that do not meet their needs (e.g., 
Swann, De La Ronde, & Hixon, 1994). 

The notion that people seek out environments 
that will satisfy their needs is consistent with 
research in demography and economics that is 
concerned with the factors that influence migra- 
tion patterns. Traditionally, research on migra- 
tion has pointed to economic concerns as the 
primary factor determining whether or not 
people move. For example, a classic study by 
Rossi (1955) investigated the factors underlying 
families’ decisions to move and concluded that 
the most important factors were based on hous- 
ing and income. Families moved to different 
areas when their needs for space and amenities 
could no longer be met, but only to areas they 
could afford. That research highlighted that the 
motive to escape from living in a dissatisfactory 
place is greater than the motive to leave purely 
for hedonic purposes. In other words, people are 
more likely to migrate when their current living 
conditions are deeply unsatisfying than they are 
to move to a “better” place when their current 
living conditions are satisfactory. 

In addition to satisfying economic needs, 
researchers have also considered the role that 
psychological needs play in people’s decisions to 
migrate. A number of researchers have suggested 
that regional amenities and the extent to which 
places provide residents with the amenities they 
want and need are critical in determining people’s 
migration decisions (Clark & Hunter,1992, 2002; 
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Glaeser et al. 2001; Florida, 2002; Landale & 
Guest, 1985; Rosen, 1979; Roback, 1982; Wolpert, 
1965). For instance, Roback (1982) argued that 
the availability of amenities leads to such a suf- 
ficient increase in quality of life that people are 
willing to accept lower salaries, higher taxes, and 
increased housing expenses. 

It turns out that certain amenities are suffi- 
ciently important that people claim they would 
move away from a place if they were absent from 
a place. Using data from a nationally representa- 
tive sample of U.S. residents, Florida, Mellander, 
and Stolarick (2009) found that the strongest 
determinants of whether people planned to stay 
where they lived or to move elsewhere was their 
perception of how aesthetically pleasing and 
beautiful their city was, whether they felt a sense 
of community there, the degree of traffic and 
congestion, the quality of the local schools, and 
whether there were ample job opportunities in 
their line of work. 

The research on place preferences and migra- 
tion indicates that there are particular aspects of 
places that are important to people—so important 
that they will leave if those aspects are not pres- 
ent. However, that work does not necessarily 
indicate that the presence or absence of those 
features has an impact on personal well-being. 
Below, we draw from theory and research to 
develop some ideas about how particular features 
of place might affect well-being. 


Place and Well-Being (or How Place 
Affects Well-Being) 


Florida (2008) suggests that there appear to be 
four basic qualities that are very important to 
people’s sense of place: basic needs, community, 
stimulation, and freedom. Basic needs refer to 
education and learning, crime and safety, shelter, 
health care, and transportation. Community refers 
to social support, a sense of social connection, and 
local government and councils. Stimulation refers 
to the perceived physical beauty and aesthetics of 
a place, as well as types and variety of amenities. 
Freedom refers to the ability for individuals from 
all walks of life to be themselves, to express them- 
selves however they please and for others in the 
area to be respectful and tolerant of each person’s 
individuality. In addition to the very basics (food, 
water, and shelter), we believe each of these place 
features can have a profound affect on personal 
well-being. 

Basic needs. Having basic needs met is critical. 
In developed countries, places cannot sustain 
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themselves if they do not deliver safe streets, 
good schools, quality health care, and the like to 
their residents. Indeed, how can people find hap- 
piness if they are preoccupied with their health 
and safety? 

Countless studies have shown strong and 
stable relationships between psychological well- 
being and physical health (e.g., Futterman, 
Kemeny, Shapiro, & Fahey, 1992; Salovey, 
Rothman, Detweiler, & Steward, 2000; Stone, 
Cox, Valdimarsdottier, Jandorf, & Neale, 1987). 
Moreover, certain characteristics of places also 
have effects on health and well-being. For exam- 
ple, neighborhood characteristics, such as hous- 
ing quality and proximity to food markets and 
hospitals, have been shown to influence rates of 
depression over and above the effects of family 
income (Cutrona, Wallace, & Wesner, 2006; 
Evans, Wells, Chan, & Saltzman, 2000). 
Furthermore, rates of all-cause mortality and 
psychological stress tend to be higher in densely 
populated regions than in sparsely populated 
regions (Fleming, Baum, Davidson, Rectanus, & 
McArdle, 1987; Levy & Herzog, 1978). 
Characteristics of places also contribute to the 
lifestyles of the people who live in them, which, 
in turn, can contribute to physical health and 
well-being (Banks, Marmot, Oldfield, & Smith, 
2006; Marmot &Wilkinson, 2005). 

Living in a place that is safe is also vital for 
well-being (Black & Krishnakumar, 1998). 
Families with young children need very safe 
streets. Urbanites have different coping strate- 
gies. Young men worry less about this and 
are able to tolerate neighborhoods that may be 
rough around the edges. Some artsy types even 
say they’re inspired by such urbanity. And young 
women say they often locate in upscale or 
gay neighborhoods, not just for the architecture 
or amenities, but because they are safe (Florida, 
2002). 

Affordable housing is a key part of happiness 
and well-being. In places where middle-class 
families can still afford a home, housing is not a 
big issue. However, affordable housing is a huge 
dilemma in most major metropolitan areas, like 
the Bay Area, New York City, Los Angeles, 
Austin, and Seattle. Those places are becoming 
unaffordable for middle-class families and even 
more so for young people starting out in their 
careers. Add to that the increased amount of 
traffic. Schrank and Lomax (2004) found that the 
average urban motorist was stuck in traffic for 
almost two whole days (46 hours) in 2002. Los 
Angeles topped the list, with an average annual 
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delay of 93 hours, followed by San Francisco 
(73 hours) and Washington, DC (67 hours). 
Although housing may be cheaper and neigh- 
borhoods safer in areas bordering large cities, 
what effect do the long and unpredictable com- 
mutes have on personal well-being? Surely the 
lack of control and unpredictability over the daily 
commute to work wears some people down. 

Community. In places where people are con- 
nected to one another, they are less isolated and 
live more fulfilling lives. Jacobs (1961) stressed 
the importance of city communities as instru- 
mental in helping people meet their needs. People 
are fulfilled by being able to go out their door 
and see other people, by interacting on front 
stoops or porches, by the hustle and bustle of 
urban life. Indeed, the neighbors and friends that 
live nearby can provide support and bring satis- 
faction on a regular basis. 

But increasingly, people are feeling less and 
less connection to the people in their areas. 
Indeed, a growing number of studies have begun 
to reveal a decline in the number and quality of 
social ties people have. For instance, McPherson, 
Smith-Lovin, and Brashers (2006) found that 
the percentage of Americans who felt “socially 
isolated” in their communities (defined by having 
noone to talk to about personal matters) increased 
from 25% in 1985 to more than 50% in 2004. The 
largest change since 1985, however, was the 
momentous decline in ties among neighbors— 
the percentage of people who reported being 
close to someone in their neighborhood dropped 
from 19% in 1985 to 8% in 2004. Thus, an 
increasing number of people live alone, lack 
friends or family nearby, and have no one to talk 
to about important personal, career, and life mat- 
ters. This helps explain why so many people want 
to live in places that make it easy for them to 
connect with others and form new relationships. 

There is also evidence that people are happier 
in places where the local leadership is positive 
and forward-looking, and where it acts with 
ethics and integrity (Florida, 2008). It is not only 
top-down forms of leadership that matter; 
bottom-up leadership, which reflects an active 
and engaged citizenry, is also important. Indeed, 
communities where people are more engaged 
and feel that their voices and energy matter see 
that translate into higher rates of satisfaction 
and happiness (Putnam, 2007). Volunteerism is 
most closely linked to people’s satisfaction with 
where they live as well as with overall happiness 
(Thoits & Hewitt, 2001). In an era when so many 
people feel alone and isolated, many of us take 
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joy from volunteering for a cause we believe in, 
helping our community, and connecting with 
other similarly motivated people. 

Stimulation. Everyone has a favorite activity 
for blowing off steam. Some people enjoy time 
outside, hiking, running, or cycling; others enjoy 
the company of others, at the local park, water- 
ing hole, or community center; and others like 
cultural events, like museums, food festivals, or 
music concerts. And when the leisure activities 
people enjoy are readily available where they 
live, it can provide satisfaction and fulfillment. 
Indeed, the extent to which a place provides 
people with sufficient stimulation is critical for 
personal well-being because it provides things to 
do and look forward to. Several studies indicate 
that proximity to preferred leisure activities is 
among the most common reasons people give for 
settling in a particular area, and that people who 
live in areas where they can easily pursue their 
hobbies are considerably happier than are people 
who do not (Barcus, 2004; Frey, Liaw, & Lin, 
2000; Rowles &Watkins, 1993). 

Places can also be a major source of creative 
stimulation. For example, Florida (2008) found 
that the “symbolic amenities”—parks and open 
space, cultural offerings—afforded by certain 
places can provide residents with visual and cul- 
tural stimulation. This is important because 
having space and resources to pursue leisure 
activities can provide fulfillment and satisfaction. 
Indeed, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) found that 
engaging in creative activities like writing, play- 
ing music, computer programming, mountain 
climbing, or chess can provide a major source of 
enjoyment and productivity. Such activities can 
facilitate “flow,” or intense, unfettered focus and 
concentration. Thus, when the places in which 
people live have the physical, social, or cultural 
offerings that fit with their tastes and leisure 
interests, people should pursue more often the 
activities they enjoy, and feel a sense of fulfill- 
ment and satisfaction as a result. 

Freedom. It is important that people live in 
places that allow them to follow their dreams 
and express their identities. Places need to pro- 
vide the space necessary for personal discovery 
and self-actualization. As the research reviewed 
indicates, a large part of happiness comes from 
people’s ability to pursue their interests and be 
themselves. 

Several studies indicate that in nations where 
people are free, importance is placed on self- 
expression, human rights, and discrimination. 
They also show high levels of well-being, good 
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health, and equal rights (Inglehart & Oyserman, 
2004; Kuppens, Realo, & Diener, 2008). Self- 
expression, tolerance, and openness are impor- 
tant at local levels too. People place considerable 
importance on living in a place where individuals 
are free to be themselves (Florida, 2008). 

In places where diversity is tolerated, where 
people are open and accepting of people from dif- 
ferent cultures, more people are free to pursue 
their own interests. As a result, more people 
should be able to live fulfilling and satisfying 
lives. For example, members of certain groups 
may choose to live in particular places precisely 
because the residents are believed to be tolerant 
of their lifestyles. 

Happiness and the freedom to self-express 
go hand in hand. Research by Johnson and 
Fredrickson (2005) found that happy people are 
more open-minded and less racially biased than 
unhappy people. They are also more likely to see 
the “bigger picture” and are more creative. This 
is consistent with work by Florida (2002), which 
indicates that places that are more open and tol- 
erant are also more innovative and creative. 

Summary. The available research makes it 
clear that where people live can have a profound 
effect on their psychological well-being. We pro- 
pose that one mechanism that contributes to the 
impact of place on well-being is identity. A con- 
siderable amount of empirical research has 
examined the notion that where people live 
shapes their self-views and identity (e.g., Cuba & 
Hummon, 1993; Lewicka, 2005; Proshansky, 
1978; Twigger-Ross & Uzzell, 1996). Much of 
that work indicates that people derive a sense of 
who they are, a sense of community, and a sense 
of belonging from where they are from. For 
example, Cuba & Hummon (1993) found that 
place identity is based on individuals’ connec- 
tions with people in the community and that 
particular social amenities facilitate making con- 
tact with people in the community. Furthermore, 
research indicates that when a place is drastically 
altered, residents may experience grief and a 
profound sense of loss (Fried, 1963). Thus, the 
basic needs, community, stimulation, and free- 
dom that places afford must affect how people 
see themselves, their relation to the world around 
them, and how they navigate through life. 


Moving Forward: Developing an Agenda for 
Research on Place and Well-Being 


Although very few studies have directly exam- 
ined connections between place and psychological 
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well-being, the available evidence makes it clear 
that there is a strong connection between the two. 
We must now begin to broaden our research foci 
and start looking more carefully at the specific 
aspects of places that contribute to well-being. As 
we see it, there are two areas that need serious 
consideration. First, we need to develop good 
social indicators of well-being. Second, we need 
to develop a better idea of how people perceive 
and experience places. 

The robust national differences in well-being 
and the obvious importance of psychological 
health led Diener (2000) to propose the develop- 
ment of a national subjective well-being index. 
This index would track the population’s happi- 
ness over time and provide a sort of barometer 
for assessing the psychological climate of a nation. 
The index could also inform policy-making deci- 
sions and be used as an outcome measure to 
assess the efficacy of policy reforms. We share 
Diener’s enthusiasm for a national well-being 
index, but go one step further by proposing that 
the index should be developed at more local 
levels. Indeed, state and local governments have 
more direct and immediate effects on people’s 
lives than do national policies. So tracking the 
well-being of people at state or metropolitan 
levels would provide far more sensitive measure- 
ments ofa place’s level of well-being. Additionally, 
state and local indexes would provide valuable 
information for comparing the efficacy of policy 
reforms between regions. Such information 
would not only inform our understanding of the 
interplay between place and well-being but could 
also lead to more effective policies. Thus, our 
understanding of the links between place and 
well-being will be informed by developing valid 
and reliable outcome measures. 

With a well-being index that is administered 
regularly, time-lagged analyses could be per- 
formed to evaluate just how influential particu- 
lar place-factors are to psychological well-being. 
For example, changes in regional characteristics, 
such as reductions in crime, revitalized local 
economies, or the introduction of new amenities, 
could be compared with local levels of well- 
being. Such work would not only inform our 
understanding of the impact certain factors have 
on well-being but also help us develop more 
effective local policies. It would also provide 
insight into the amount of time it takes for 
changes in the environment to effect individuals’ 
levels of happiness and satisfaction. 

The other research direction that deserves 
serious consideration is people’s perceptions and 
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experiences of places. Just as individuals form 
impressions of other people, so too do they form 
impressions of places. Some places may be per- 
ceived as friendly and relaxing, while others may 
be perceived as vibrant and upbeat. Talk about 
a city’s energy, its vibe, its hustle-and-bustle, or 
its ethos is common, but we know very little 
about how people perceive and experience places, 
or whether people perceive and experience the 
same places similarly. From our view, the psy- 
chological qualities that a place possesses, what 
we refer to as energy, are very important to resi- 
dents’ well-being. Future research should explore 
this idea with the aim of developing a grasp 
of what underlies people’s perceptions of places. 
How do features of the physical environment, 
like mountains, vistas, skyscrapers, or open 
space affect perceptions? What about amenities, 
like cafes, shops, and parks? Does ethnic diver- 
sity shape impressions of places? What about 
the pace of life, population density, or foot 
traffic? 

Understanding the energy of a place would 
benefit from investigating connections between 
perceptions of a place’s energy and characteris- 
tics common to that place. For instance, people 
could report the extent to which they perceive 
certain cities (e.g., New York, San Francisco, 
Austin, Portland) as vibrant, peaceful, relaxed, 
or exciting. Those perceptions could be examined 
in terms of inter-judge agreement in order to 
gauge the extent to which people perceive those 
cities as having similar characteristics. And those 
characteristics could then be related to specific 
characteristics of the cities, such as popu- 
lation density, ethnic diversity, and amenities, 
for instance. 

Developing a theory of place and well-being 
should revolve around a theory of human 
energy—of the inter-subjective (sharing and 
development) of this human energy. It is this quest 
for inter-subjective human energy, the energy we 
feed off from one another—whether in a band, a 
sports team, an organization, or a community— 
that inspires people to do more and to be more, 
which contributes to our sense of well-being. 
After all, why else would people with the ability 
to live elsewhere tolerate the hassles, frustra- 
tions, and high costs (economic and personal) 
that come with living in places like New York, 
Shanghai, or London? From our view, research 
concerned with the perceived energy of places 
will greatly inform our understanding of the 
ways in which place and psychological well- 
being interact. 
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Greater Happiness for a Greater 
Number: Is That Possible? If So, How? 


Ruut Veenhoven 


Introduction 


Positive psychology is the scientific study of 
optimal human functioning (Sheldon et al. 
2000). Happiness is not the same as optimal 
functioning but is a closely related phenomenon. 
Happiness is a major manifestation of optimal 
functioning, since we are hard-wired to feel good 
when functioning well (e.g. Balcombe 2006). 
Happiness is also a determinant of optimal func- 
tioning, since happiness “broadens” our behav- 
ioral repertoire and “builds” resources 
(Fredrickson 2004). Consequently, happiness is a 
major topic in positive psychology. Much 
research in positive psychology aims at under- 
standing why some people are happier than 
others and tries to find ways for making people 
happier. As such, the science of positive psychol- 
ogy links up with the ideology that we should 
foster human happiness. 

The idea of a moral obligation to advance 
human happiness is a fruit of the European 
“Enlightenment,” an intellectual movement that 
took position against religious views that had 
dominated thinking in the Middle Ages. One of 
the contested views was that happiness can be 
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found only in the afterlife and that earthly life 
serves as an entrance test to Heaven. Enlightened 
opinion was rather that happiness is possible on 
Earth and that we should not renounce it. 
Another contested view was that the basis of 
morality is in divine revelation, and in particular 
in the 10 Commandments. Enlightened thinkers 
came to see morality more as a matter of human 
agreement and discussed the intellectual founda- 
tions for social contracts. Much of this thought 
was voiced by Jeremy Bentham (1789) in his 
famous book On Morals and Legislation, in 
which he argued that the good and bad of actions 
should be judged by their effects on human 
happiness. In this view, the best thing to do is 
what results in the “greatest happiness, for the 
greatest number.” This moral creed is called “the 
greatest happiness principle.” 

This secular ideology met much resistance. In 
the 18the century the opposition came mainly 
from the churches, which were still quite power- 
ful in those days. In the 19th century there was 
also opposition from the liberal and socialist 
emancipation movements that were more inter- 
ested in freedom and equality than in happiness. 
In the early 20th century much opposition came 
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CHAPTER 26. 


from the then-virulent nationalism that laid 
more emphasis on glory of the nation than on 
the happiness of its inhabitants. All these ideolo- 
gies lost power in the late 20th century, and 
partly for that reason the greatest happiness 
principle made a comeback. The recent emer- 
gence of positive psychology is part of that long- 
term ideological shift. 

The ideological opposition against the greatest 
happiness principle gave rise to several intellec- 
tual arguments, some of which draw on assump- 
tions about reality. One of these arguments is 
that “great happiness” is hardly possible in the 
human condition and that “greater happiness” is 
fully out of reach. Another argument holds that 
attempts to further happiness nevertheless will 
bring us from the frying pan into the fire because 
of the various negative side effects of happiness 
and its pursuit. 

In this chapter I will first deal with the ques- 
tion as to whether greater happiness is possible, 
and I will do so by taking stock of the available 
evidence. Next I will deal with the question of 
how happiness can be furthered, and this requires 
a look ahead. Before entering these questions I 
must first explain what I mean by the word 
“happiness.” 


What Happiness? 


The word “happiness” has different meanings, 
also in the realm of positive psychology. In the 
widest sense, “happiness” is an umbrella term for 
all that is good. In this meaning it is often used 
interchangeably with terms like “well-being” or 
“quality of life.” Below I will delineate four qual- 
ities of life and show that my concept of happi- 
ness fits only one of these. 


Four Qualities of Life 


Quality-of-life concepts can be sorted using two 
distinctions, which together provide a fourfold 
matrix. That classification is discussed in more 
detail in Veenhoven (2000a). The first distinction 
is between chances and outcomes, that is, the dif- 
ference between opportunities for a good life and 
the good life itself. A second difference is between 
outer and inner qualities of life, in other words 
between “external” and “internal” features. In 
the first case the quality is in the environment, in 
the latter it is in the individual. The combination 
of these two dichotomies yields a fourfold matrix. 
This classification is presented in scheme 1. 
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TABLE 26.1 Scheme 1: Four qualities of life 


Outer qualities Inner qualities 


Life-chances  Livability of Life-ability of 
Environment the person 
Life-results Utility of life Satisfaction 


Livability of the Environment 


The left top quadrant denotes the meaning of 
good living conditions, shortly called “livability.” 
Ecologists see livability in the natural environ- 
ment and describe it in terms of pollution, global 
warming, and degradation of nature. City plan- 
ners see livability in the built environment and 
associate it with such things as sewer systems, 
traffic jams, and ghetto formation. In the socio- 
logical view, society is central. Livability is asso- 
ciated with the quality of society as a whole and 
also with the position one has in society. 

Livability is not what is called happiness here. 
It is rather a precondition for happiness, and not 
all environmental conditions are equally condu- 
cive to happiness. 


Life-Ability of the Person 


The right top quadrant denotes inner life- 
chances. That is, how well we are equipped to 
cope with the problems of life Sen (1992) calls 
this quality-of-life variant “capability.” I prefer 
the simple term “life-ability,” which contrasts 
elegantly with “livability.” 

The most common depiction of this quality of 
life is absence of functional defects. This is 
“health” in the limited sense, sometimes referred 
to as “negative health.” Next to absence of dis- 
ease, one can consider excellence of function. 
This is referred to as “positive health” and asso- 
ciated with energy and resilience. A further step 
is to evaluate capability in a developmental per- 
spective and to include acquisition of new skills 
for living. This is commonly denoted by the 
term “self-actualization.” Since abilities do not 
develop alongside idleness, this quality of life is 
close to the “activity” in Aristotle’s concept of 
eudemonia. 

Ability to deal with the problems of life will 
mostly contribute to happiness as defined here, 
but it is not identical. If one is competent in 
living, one has a good chance at happiness, but 
this endowment does not guarantee an enjoyable 
outcome. 
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Utility of Life 


The left bottom quadrant represents the notion 
that a good life must be good for something more 
than itself. This assumes some higher values. 
There is no current generic for these external 
outcomes of life. Gerson (1976: 795) refers to 
these effects as “transcendental” conceptions of 
quality of life. Another appellation is “meaning 
of life,” which then denotes “true” significance 
instead of mere subjective sense of meaning. 
I prefer the simpler “utility of life,” while admit- 
ting that this label may also give rise to misun- 
derstanding. 

When evaluating the external effects of a life, 
one can consider several aspects. One aspect is 
what that life does to the quality of life of other 
people, such as how well a mother raises her chil- 
dren. Another aspect is contribution to human 
civilization, such as in inventions or moral 
behavior. Still another aspect is what a life does 
to the ecological system. An individual's life can 
have many environmental effects that may differ 
on the short term and in the long term, which 
cannot be meaningfully added. 

Leading an objectively useful life may con- 
tribute to the subjective appreciation of life, but 
may also go at the cost of that. 


Core Meaning: Subjective Enjoyment of Life 


Finally, the bottom right quadrant represents the 
inner outcomes of life. That is the quality in the 
eye of the beholder. As we deal with conscious 
humans, this quality boils down to subjective 
enjoyment of life. This is commonly referred to 
by terms such as “subjective well-being,” “life 
satisfaction,” and “happiness” in a limited sense 
of the word. This is the kind of happiness Jeremy 
Bentham had in mind, and it is also the kind of 
happiness addressed here. 


Four Kinds of Satisfaction 


Even when we focus on subjective satisfaction 
with life, there are still different meanings 


TABLE 26.2 Scheme 2: Four kinds of satisfaction 


Passing Enduring 
Part of life Pleasure Domain 
satisfaction 


Life satisfaction 
(happiness) 


Life-as-a-whole Peak-experience 
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associated with the word happiness. These mean- 
ings can also be charted in a fourfold matrix. In this 
case, that classification is based on the following 
dichotomies: life-aspects versus life-as-a-whole, 
and passing delight versus enduring satisfaction. 
These distinctions produce the fourfold matrix 
presented in scheme 2. 


Pleasure 


The top-left quadrant represents passing enjoy- 
ments of life-aspects. Examples would be delight 
in a cup of tea at breakfast, the satisfaction of a 
chore done, or the enjoyment of a piece of art. I 
refer to this category as “pleasures.” Kahneman 
(1997) calls it “instant-utilities.” 

The concept of happiness used here is broader 
and concerns “overall satisfaction” with life-as- 
a-whole. Though fleeting enjoyment obviously 
contributes to a positive appreciation of life, it is 
not the whole of it. 


Domain Satisfaction 


The top right quadrant denotes enduring appre- 
ciation of life-aspects, such as marriage satisfac- 
tion andjob satisfaction. This is currently referred 
to as domain satisfactions. Though domain satis- 
factions depend typically on a continuous flow of 
pleasures, they have some continuity of their 
own. For instance, one can remain satisfied with 
one’s marriage even if one has not enjoyed the 
company of the spouse for quite some time. 

Domain satisfactions are often denoted with 
the term happiness: a happy marriage, happy 
with one’s job, etc. Yet I use the term happiness 
in the broader sense of satisfaction with life-as- 
a-whole. One would not call a person happy who 
is satisfied with marriage and job but still dis- 
satisfied on the whole because his health is fail- 
ing. It is even possible that someone is satisfied 
with all the domains one can think of but never- 
theless feels depressed. 


Peak-Experience 


The bottom right quadrant denotes the combina- 
tion of passing experience and appraisal of life- 
as-a-whole. That combination occurs typically in 
peak-experiences, which involve short-lived but 
quite intense feelings and the perception of 
wholeness. This is the kind of happiness poets 
write about. 

Again, this is not the kind of happiness 
aimed at here. A moment of bliss is not enduring 
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appreciation of life. In fact, such top-experiences 
even seem detrimental to lasting satisfaction, 
possibly because of their disorientating effects 
(Diener et al., 1991). 


Core Meaning: Lasting Satisfaction with One's 
Life-as-a-Whole 


Lastly, the bottom-right quadrant represents the 
combination of enduring satisfaction with life- 
as-a-whole. This is what I mean with the word 
happiness. A synonym is “life satisfaction.” This 
is the meaning at stake in Jeremy Bentham’s 
“greatest happiness principle.” When speaking 
about the “sum” of pleasures and pains, he 
denoted a balance over time and thus a durable 
matter. 


Definition of Happiness 


In this line I define happiness as the degree to 
which an individual judges the overall quality 
of his/her own life-as-a-whole favourably. In 
other words: how much one likes the life one 
leads. I have elaborated this concept elsewhere 
(Veenhoven, 1984, ch. 2). 


Different Use of the Word in 
Positive Psychology 


Martin Seligman (2002) uses the word happiness 
in a broader sense. In his “Authentic Happiness,” 
he distinguishes between: the engaged life, the 
meaningful life and the pleasant life. His notion 
of the “engaged life” belongs in the top right 
quadrant of scheme 1, and his notion of the 
“meaningful life” fits the bottom left quadrant. 
His notion of the “pleasant life” belongs in the 
bottom right quadrant and fits my concept of 
happiness. 

Another common distinction in positive psy- 
chology is between eudaimonic happiness and 
hedonic happiness (Ryan & Deci 2001). The 
notion of “eudaimonic” happiness concerns the 
use and development of human capabilities and 
as such in belongs in the top right quadrant of 
scheme 1. The notion of “hedonic happiness” 
belongs in the bottom right quadrant of scheme 1. 
As such it fits my concept of happiness. Yet when 
reduced to mere “pleasure,” the notion of “hedo- 
nic happiness” belongs in the top left quadrant 
of scheme 2 and does not fit my concept of hap- 
piness as life satisfaction in the bottom right 
quadrant of that scheme. 
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Taking Stock 


Is the pursuit of greater happiness for a greater 
number illusionary indeed? And are attempts to 
foster happiness doomed to be counterproduc- 
tive? By lack of data these questions could not be 
answered in Bentham’s days. Today we can do 
better. Social scientists have found that happiness 
can be measured using questions about life satis- 
faction and have applied such questions in large- 
scale surveys of the general population. In this 
section I take stock of the evidence for and against 
using the research findings gathered in the World 
Database of Happiness? (Veenhoven, 2009). 


Great Happiness Possible? 


Several philosophers have claimed that enduring 
happiness is not possible in the human condition, 
e.g. Schopenhauer (1851), who maintains that 
we can at best reduce suffering somewhat. Freud 
(1948) saw little chance for happiness either, in 
particular not in modern society that requires 
inhibition of primitive urges. Likewise, several 
social scientists believe that happiness depends 
on comparison and infer on that basis that happi- 
ness will oscillate around a neutral level (e.g. 
Unger 1970, Brickman & Campbell 1971). 


Empirical Indications 


Research findings do not support these pessimis- 
tic theories. Most people are happy, at least in 
modern society (Diener & Diener 1996). That 
appears from their responses to the question: “All 
things considered, how satisfied are you with 
your life as a whole nowadays? Please indicate 
in a number from 0 to 10, where 0 is ‘extremely 
dissatisfied’ and 10 ‘extremely satisfied.” The 
responses to this question in the UK are depicted 
in Scheme 3. More than 40% of the British rate 
their life with a number of 7 or higher and less 
than 20% with a 5 or lower. Studies that use 
slightly different questions have yielded similar 
results. The average “school mark” the British 
give for their life is currently 7,2. 

How does British happiness rank in compari- 
son to other nations? Some illustrative findings 
are presented in scheme 4. Though the UK is in 
the middle of this list, it is actually in the top 
range of the world. As one can see, average hap- 
piness varies between 8,4 (Denmark) and 3,3 
(Zimbabwe), and with 7,0 the USA ranks high in 
that five-point interval. 
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Figure 26.1. Scheme 3: Happiness in the UK 


ESS Round 3: European Social Survey Round 3 Data (2006). Data file edition 3.2. Norwegian Social Science 
Data Services, Norway—Data Archive and distributor of ESS data. 


Average happiness is much lower in develop- 
ing nations, and in particular in African “failed 
states” such as Zimbabwe. As a result the world 
average is also lower. Though full data are lack- 
ing, the current world average is between 5 and 6 
on a scale of 0 to 10. This is not great happiness, 
but the cases of Denmark and Switzerland indi- 
cate that great happiness is possible. 


Theoretical Plausibility 


Ina functional perspective, it is also unlikely that 
we are doomed to unhappiness. Happiness is part 
of our monitoring system and typically tells us 
whether we are doing well or not. As such, we 
feel happy when our basic needs are being met 
and unhappy when these are thwarted 
(Veenhoven 2009b). In this view happiness must 
be the rule rather than an exception. 


Greater Happiness Possible? 


Can we become happier than we are now? Again, 
several scientists think not. Some psychologists 
maintain that happiness is largely inborn or at 
least embedded in stable personality. Hence edu- 
cation for happiness will not make citizens any 
happier, and neither will social progress. This 
view is known as the “set-point” theory (e.g., 
Lykken 1999). Some sociologists draw the same 


conclusion because they think that happiness 
depends on social comparison and that you are 
not better off than the neighbours if conditions 
for everybody improve. In that vein, the case of 
the USA is often mentioned as an example; 
material wealth would have doubled there since 
the 1950s while average happiness seems to have 
remained at the same level (e.g., Easterlin 1995). 
Yet these scientists are wrong, both empirically 
and theoretically. 


Empirical Indications 


There is a clear relation between average happi- 
ness and societal quality. Think of the case of 
Zimbabwe in scheme 1, where this country is at 
the bottom with an average of 3.3. Apparently, 
people cannot live happy in a failed state, even if 
their neighbours suffer the same. The correla- 
tions in scheme 5 show that this is no exception, 
with differences in quality of society explaining 
about 80% of the variation in average happiness 
in the present-day world. 

Average happiness has changed in most 
nations, and typically for the better (Veenhoven 
& Hagerty, 2006). Scheme 6 depicts a gradual 
rise of happiness in Denmark over the last 30 
years and a dramatic fall of average happiness in 
Russia following the ruble crisis in 1995. Clearly, 
happiness is not fixed to a set point! 
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TABLE 26.3 Scheme 4: Happiness in nations 
around 2005: Average on scale 0-10 


Denmark 8.4 
Switzerland 8.1 
Mexico 8.0 
Sweden T 
Canada 7.6 
UK 7.3 
Germany 22 
USA 7.0 
France 6.5 
China 6.3 
Japan 6.2 
India 5.9 
Russia 4.4 
Iraq 4.3 
Zimbabwe 3.3 


Adapted from Veenhoven, R., World Database of Happiness, 
Happiness in Nations, Rank Report Average Happiness 
(2009), Erasmus University Rotterdam. Available at: http:// 
worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl/hap_nat/findingreports/ 
RankReport_AverageHappiness.php 


Scheme 6 illustrates also that greater happi- 
ness is possible in most nations of the world. 
Average happiness is currently highest in 
Denmark, with an average of 8.2. What is possi- 
ble in Denmark should also be possible in other 
countries. Don't object that Danish happiness is a 
matter of genetic endowment or national charac- 
ter, because scheme 6 shows that happiness has 
improved in Denmark since 1973. 

Present-day happiness in Denmark may be 
close to the maximally possible level. If so, there 
is still a long way to go for most nations of this 
world, since the world's average is now lower 
than 6. If we might ever reach the maximum of 
average happiness, there is still the possibility to 
extend its duration and create more happy life 
years for a greater number (Veenhoven, 2005). 

So much for average happiness of all citizens 
in society--how about the chances of an indi- 
vidual getting happier in the given societal con- 
ditions? Follow-up research has shown that some 
people get happier over their lifetime and others 
less (e.g., Erhardt et al., 2000). Lyubomirsky 
et al. (2005b) estimate that about 40% of the dif- 
ferences in happiness within modern society is 
due to intentional activity of individuals, and 
only some 10% to circumstances beyond their 
control. 
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Theoretical Underpinning 


The erroneous idea that greater happiness is not 
possible has roots in erroneous theories about 
the nature of happiness. One of these mistaken 
theories is that happiness is merely a matter of 
outlook on life and that this outlook is set in 
fixed dispositions, which are part of individual 
personality as well as of national character. 
Another faulty theory is that happiness results 
from cognitive comparison, in particular from 
social comparison. Elsewhere I have shown that 
these theories are wrong (Veenhoven, 1991, 1995). 

My alternative theory of happiness holds that 
we appraise life on the basis of affective informa- 
tion in the first place. We experience positive as 
well as negative affects; in appraising how much 
we like the life we live, we assess to what extent 
the former outbalance the latter. This theory fits 
Bentham’s concept of happiness as “the sum of 
pleasures and pains.” In my view, positive and 
negative affects signal the gratification of basic 
human needs, so in the end happiness is deter- 
mined by need gratification. I have discussed this 
theory in more detail elsewhere (Veenhoven, 
2009b). 


Greater Happiness Desirable? 


Not everything that is possible is also desirable, 
so the next question is whether we should try to 
create greater happiness for a greater number. In 
Bentham’s view this is a moral obligation, but 
his view is contested, as we have seen. 

Some of the objections come from preachers 
of penitence who like to see us suffer for cleans- 
ing our sinful souls. Yet there are also objections 
from scientists who believe that the pursuit of 
happiness will bring us from the frying pan into 
the fire. One of their qualms is that mass happi- 
ness will be achieved at the cost of freedom. 
Another misgiving is that happy people tend to 
be passive and uncreative. These notions figure 
in Huxley’s (1932) science fiction novel Brave 
New World, in which happiness for everybody is 
achieved using genetic manipulations and mind 
control and where the happy citizens are short- 
sighted consumer slaves. 

Yet research on the consequences of happiness 
shows another picture. It appears that happiness 
typically fosters activity, creativity, and an open 
mind. Happy people do better as spouses and 
parents. They are also better citizens; they typi- 
cally inform themselves better than unhappy 
compatriots, and they involve more in social 
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TABLE 26.4 Scheme 5: Societal correlates of 


happiness 


Condition in nation Correlation with average 


happiness 
Zero-order Wealth N 
Controlled _____ 

Wealth 

¢ Purchasing +.65 88 
power per head 

Freedom 

e Economic +.60 +.26 88 

e Political +.48 +.17 90 

e Personal* +.35 - 13 83 

Equality 

* Inequality of +.05 +.42 82 
incomes 

e Discrimination -.52 —.25 58 
of women 

Brotherhood 

e Tolerance +.52 +.40 76 

e Trustin +.39 +.17 79 
compatriots 

e Social security +.35 -.16 66 

Justice 

* Rule of law +.64 +.20 90 

e Respect of civil +.47 +.09 90 
rights 

* Corruption -.56 —.03 62 

Explained variance 83% 60 


Adapted from Veenhoven, R, World Database of Happiness, 
data file “States of Nations_2008,” Erasmus University 
Rotterdam. Available at: http://worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur. 
nl/statnat/statnat_fp.htm 


* = not included in regression due to limited number of cases 


action while being more moderate in their politi- 
cal views (Lyubomirsky et al.., 2005). Happiness 
also lengthens life considerably, the effect of 
happiness is comparable to smoking, or not 
(Veenhoven, 2008). A negative effect of happi- 
ness is that it may make us less perceptive of 
risks and/or criticism by others. The evidence is 
about minor things, and it is not yet established 
whether happiness makes us also prone to a too- 
rosy outlook of major things. 

These findings on effects of happiness fit well 
with the theory that feeling good works as a “go- 
signal”—it tells the organism that the situation 
is OK and that it can go ahead. Consequently, 
happy people “broaden” their behavioral scope 
and “build” more resources (Fredrickson, 2004). 
So happiness is not only worth pursuing for its 
own sake, but also for its positive side effects. 
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Moving Forward 


How Can Happiness Be Raised? 


So, greater happiness for a greater number is 
possible, how then can that be achieved? I see 
possibilities at three levels: (1) at the macro-level 
of society, (2) at the meso-level of organizations, 
and (3) at the micro-level of individual citizens. 


Macro-Level: Improving the Livability 
of Society 


Happiness depends heavily on the quality of 
society. As we have seen in scheme 4, there are 
wide differences in happiness across nations, and 
these difference are clearly linked to societal qual- 
ities, some of which are presented in scheme 5. 


Wealth 


Will further economic growth make us happier? 
Scheme 5 suggests so, because happiness is 
strongly correlated with wealth of the nation. 
Yet material affluence appears to be subject to 
the law of diminishing returns, and economic 
growth yields more happiness in poor nations 
than in rich nations. This is not to say that eco- 
nomic development does not add to happiness at 
all in rich nations. Happiness is still on the rise in 
affluent nations, and it is well possible that this 
rise is linked to economic growth, directly or 
indirectly. We simply don’t know yet. 

Still another reason to keep the economy 
going is that the play may be as important as the 
prizes. Happiness is found not only in consump- 
tion but also in productive activity. Like most 
animals, we have an innate need to use our 
potentials. The biological function is to keep us 
sharp, in the human case in particular to keep the 
brain in shape. The human species evolved in the 
conditions of hunter-gatherer existence that 
involved a lot of challenge. In the conditions of 
present-day industrial society, we still need some 
challenge and we find that now mainly in work 
life. In this perspective, we had better not follow 
Layard's (2005) advice to discourage economic 
competition, though there is a point in keeping 
that competition nice and leaving room for other 
arenas in society. 


Equality 


The data in scheme 5 do not suggest that reduc- 
tion of income differences will add to happiness; 
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Figure 26.2. Scheme 6: Trend average happiness in three nations 
Adapted from Veenhoven, R., World Database of Happiness, data file TrendsInNations_2007, Erasmus 
University Rotterdam. Available at: http://worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl 


the correlation is close to zero, and when wealth 
of the nation is taken into account we see even 
a positive effect of inequality. Though income 
inequality may be unfair, we can apparently live 
with it (Berg & Veenhoven, 2010). This is not to 
say that income inequality does not affect happi- 
ness at all; it most likely means that the evident 
negative effects of income inequality are bal- 
anced, by not so evident positive effects.? 

Likewise, the data do not suggest that happi- 
ness can be advanced by more welfare state. At 
first glance there is some correlation between 
expenditures for social security and happiness in 
nations, but the statistical relationship disappears 
when we take into account that big-spending 
nations tend to be richer. For illustration: happi- 
ness is fairly high in Sweden, which is known for 
its extended welfare state, yet equally high in 
Iceland, which spends much less on social secu- 
rity (Veenhoven, 2000b; Ouweneel, 2002). 

This is not to say that happiness is insensitive 
to all inequalities, since Scheme 5 also shows a 
strong negative relationship between average 
happiness and gender-inequality in nations. This 
latter kind of inequality links up with differences 
in freedom across nations. 
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Freedom 


The case of freedom fits better with intuition, 
scheme 5 showing sizable correlations with three 
kinds of freedom. The effects differ between poor 
and rich nations: Among poor nations, happiness 
appears to be most affected by economic free- 
dom. Hence, in these nations, open-market poli- 
cies will probably add to happiness. Among rich 
nations, the correlation with political freedom is 
more pronounced, and this suggests that there is 
happiness to win by further democratization. 
Illustrative in this vein is that in Switzerland, 
average happiness was found to be somewhat 
higher in the cantons, where the threshold for 
referenda is lowest (Frey & Stutzer, 2000). 


Institutional Quality 


The greatest gains seem to be possible in the 
realms of justice and good governance. The cor- 
relations in scheme 5 show that people live hap- 
pier in nations where human rights are respected 
and where there is rule of law. Reversely, people 
live less happy in nations where corruption is 
common, even in cultures where favouritism is 
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morally accepted. Likewise, people live happier 
in nations where government institutions func- 
tion properly, irrespective of the colour of the 
political parties in the saddle. This effect is also 
independent of culture; rather than a Western 
ideology, good governance appears to be a uni- 
versal prerequisite for happiness (Ott, 2009). 


Meso-Level: Improving the Livability 
of Institutions 


Another source of happiness is the institutional 
settings in which we spend most of our time, 
such as work and school. Systematic improve- 
ments in those realms will probably add to the 
happiness of a great number of people. 

This requires that we know what settings 
produce the most happiness, e.g., in what kind 
of schools pupils enjoy their school years most. 
Curiously, that has hardly been investigated as 
yet, not even in nursing homes, the prime prod- 
uct of which is happy life years. There is a lot of 
talk about quality of life in institutions, but 
hardly any hard research. This is probably 
because there is little incentive to bother about 
happiness of pupils and residents. 

Governments can create an incentive by insti- 
gating research on the happiness output of insti- 
tutions. Once differences are visible, the market 
will do its work. For instance, parents will prefer 
a school where most children are happy over a 
school where the majority are not, even if the 
latter school produces higher grades. 

There is some research on happiness in work 
organizations, much of which is summarized by 
Warr (2007). Still, this strand is small compared 
to the large literature on job satisfaction and 
health at work. Another limitation is that most 
of the research is cross-sectional, and for that 
reason does not inform us about cause and effect 
in the relation between happiness and work. 
What we need is follow-up studies of comparable 
people in different institutional settings. Research 
on “positive institutions” is on the agenda of 
positive psychology, and I hope that we will 
know more in a couple of years. 


Micro-Level: Helping Individuals 
to Live Happier 


Happiness can be furthered at the individual level 
in at least three ways: (1) training art-of-living 
skills, (2) informing people about the probable 
outcomes of major life choices, and (3) profes- 
sional guidance in self-development and life 
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choice. Below I will expand on these possibilities, 
since they are particularly relevant for positive 
psychology. My aim is to sketch the options, and 
for that reason I will not review all that is going 
on in the fields. 


Training Art-of-Living Skills 


Many people think that they would be happier 
if they had more money or a higher position 
on the social ladder. However, research shows 
that these things do not matter very much, at 
least not in affluent and egalitarian societies. 
Differences in income and social status explain 
only some 5% of the differences in scheme 1. 
Current images about conditions for happiness 
are misleading. 

What then does matter for happiness? About 
10% of the differences can be attributed to 
social relations, in particular to a good marriage. 
Another 10% is due to good or bad luck, proba- 
bly more so in countries where life is less pre- 
dictable. Most of the difference appears to be due 
to personal characteristics; about 30% can be 
attributed to variation in life-ability (Heady & 
Wearing, 1990). 

The relative importance of inner strengths 
should not be surprising if we realize that living 
conditions are typically very good in modern 
nations; the better the external conditions, the 
less they account for differences in happiness. In 
paradise, all the differences in happiness will be 
due to inner competence, neurotics quarreling 
with angels. In Hell, the differences in happiness 
(if any) will largely be determined by closeness 
to the fire, because nobody can stand that envi- 
ronment. So the most evident way to advance 
happiness is to strengthen life-abilities. 

Some of these abilities are genetically deter- 
mined or hardly alterable for other reasons. Still, 
there are also capabilities that can be improved 
though therapy and training. Psychotherapy is 
now well established in modern nations, but 
still underutilized. There is also an emerging 
field of training in art-of-living. “Art-of-living” 
is the knack of leading a satisfying life and, 
in particular, the ability to develop a rewarding 
lifestyle (Veenhoven, 2003). This involves vari- 
ous aptitudes, some of which seems to be suscep- 
tible to improvement using training techniques. 
There is a growing literature on that matter. 
Four of these aptitudes are: (1) the ability 
to enjoy, (2) the ability to choose, (3) the ability 
to keep developing, and (4) the ability to see 
meaning. 
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CHAPTER 26. 


Learning to Enjoy 


The ability to take pleasure from life is partly 
inborn (trait negativity-positivity) but can to 
some extent be cultivated. Learning to take plea- 
sure from life was part of traditional leisure-class 
education, which emphasized prestigious plea- 
sures, such as the tasting of exquisite wines and 
the appreciation of difficult music. Yet it is also 
possible to develop an enjoyment of the common 
things in life, such as eating breakfast or watch- 
ing the sunset. Training in savoring simple plea- 
sures is part of some religious practices. 

Hedonistic enjoyment is valued in present- 
day modern society and figures prominently in 
advertisements. Yet techniques that help us to 
gain the ability to enjoy are underdeveloped. 
There are no professional enjoyment trainers, at 
least no trainers aiming at improving our gen- 
eral level of enjoyment. There is professional 
guidance for specific types of pleasures, such as 
how to appreciate fine arts; often the main goal is 
to sell a particular product. 

Still, it would seem possible to develop wider 
enjoyment training techniques. One way could 
be to provide training in “attentiveness,” possi- 
bly using meditation techniques. This approach 
fits current programs on “mindfulness” (e.g. 
Jacob & Brinkerhoff, 1999). Another option could 
be the broadening of one’s repertoire of leisure 
activities, which could link up with expertise in 
various stimulation programs. A third way could 
be looking at ways to remove inner barriers to 
enjoy, which could be linked to clinical treatment 
of a-hedonie. 


Learning to Choose 


Happiness depends also the choices one makes in 
life and hence on one’s ability to choose. The art 
of choosing involves several skills. 

One such skill is getting to know what the 
options are. This aptitude can be improved by 
learning, and this is one of the things we do in 
consumer education. Expertise in this field can 
be used for training in the charting of wider life 
options. Another requirement is an ability to 
estimate how well the various options would fit 
one’s nature. This requires self-knowledge, and 
that is also something that can be improved, self- 
insight being a common aim in training and psy- 
chotherapy. Once one knows what to choose, 
there is often a problem of carrying through. 
This phase requires aptitudes such as persever- 
ance, assertiveness, and creativity, all of which 
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can be strengthened and are in fact common 
objectives in vocational trainings. 

The next step in the choice process is assessing 
the outcomes in term of the above-mentioned 
distinction, assessing whether “expected utility” 
fits “experienced utility.” This phase calls for 
openness to one’s feelings and a realistic view of 
one’s overall mood pattern. Training in mood 
monitoring is a common practice in psychother- 
apy and could possibly be improved using tech- 
niques of experience sampling. 


Learning to Grow 


Happiness depends largely on the gratification of 
innate “needs,” and an important class of needs 
is “growth needs” (Maslow, 1970), also referred 
to as “functioning needs” or “mastery needs.” 
These needs are not restricted to higher mental 
functions but also concern the use and develop- 
ment of the body and senses. In animals, the 
gratification of these needs is largely guided by 
instinct, but in humans it requires conscious 
action. Cultures typically provide standard action 
patterns for this purpose, such as providing for 
vocational career scripts, but people must also 
make choices of their own, in particular in 
multiple-choice societies. Failure to involve one- 
self in challenging activities may lead one into 
diffuse discontent or even depression; this, for 
example, happens regularly after retirement 
from work. Thus another art-of-living is to keep 
oneself going and developing. This approach 
fits a strand of research on goal setting and hap- 
piness (e.g. Sheldon & Elliot, 1999). 

Intervention would also seem possible in this 
case. Mere information will probably be useful, 
and one can also think of various ways to get 
people going. Once again training techniques can 
build on available experience, in this case experi- 
ence in various activation programs. There is 
already an ample supply of “growth trainings” 
on the peripheries of psychology, but as yet little 
evidence for the effectiveness of such interven- 
tions and certainly no proof of long-term effects 
on happiness. 


Helping to See Meaning 


There are indications that happiness also depends 
on one seeing meaning in one’s life (e.g., King 
et al., 2006). Though it is not sure that we have 
an innate need for meaningfulness as such,* the 
idea of it provides at least a sense of coherence. 
Seeing meaning in one’s life requires that one 
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develops a view of one’s life and that one can see 
worth in it. These mental knacks can also be 
strengthened, and one can learn to live with the 
philosophical uncertainties that surround this 
issue. 

There is experience on this matter in existen- 
tial counselling and in practices such as “life 
reviewing” (Erlen et al. 2002) and “logo therapy” 
(Frankl, 1946). As far as I know, the impact of 
such interventions on happiness has yet to be 
investigated. 

The problem is not so much to develop such 
training techniques, but to separate the chaff 
from the corn. That will require independent 
effect studies, but effect studies are scarce in this 
field and are typically not carried out indepen- 
dently of the trainers. Reports of this research 
are highly selective and tell more about short- 
term success than about long-term significance. 
As a result, consumers are uncertain about the 
quality of trainings and for that reason are reluc- 
tant to buy such services. In economic terms: the 
(poor) market supply does not meet the (large) 
consumer demand. Once training techniques 
have been proven to be effective, a viable market 
will develop that will generate income for many 
psychologists and enhance the happiness of 
many people. 


Information: Enabling More Informed Choice 


Happiness depends to some extent on the choices 
we make in life, in particular in modern “multi- 
ple-choice societies”. Life choices are for the most 
part based on expected happiness; for instance, 
we typically choose a profession we think we 
will like. Economists call this “expected utility” 
or “decision utility” and acknowledge that this 
may differ from later “experienced utility,” 
because decisions are made mostly on the basis of 
incomplete information (e.g., Wilson & Gilbert, 
2005). An example of mal-informed choice is the 
decision to accept a higher-paying job that 
requires more commuting. People typically 
accept such jobs in the expectation that the extra 
money will compensate for the travel time, but 
follow-up research has shown that they are 
mostly wrong and that happiness went down 
(Frey & Stutzer, 2004). 

Research of this kind can help people to make 
more informed choices. Though there is no guar- 
antee that things will pan out in the same way 
for you, it is still useful to know how it has 
worked out for other people. Such research is 
particularly useful if it concerns similar people. 
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This approach to the furthering of happiness is 
similar to current evidence-based health education. 
As in the case of happiness, we are often not 
sure about the consequences of lifestyle choices 
on our health. How much drinking is too much? 
Is eating raw vegetables really good for your 
health? We cannot answer such questions on the 
basis of our own experience, and common 
wisdom is often wrong. Hence, we increasingly 
look to the results of scientific studies that pro- 
vide us with ever more information, the results 
of which are disseminated systematically. 

As yet, the information basis for such a way of 
furthering happiness is still small. Although 
there is a considerable body of research on hap- 
piness, this research is typically cross-sectional 
and does not inform us about cause and effect. 
What we need is panel data that allow us to 
follow the effects of life choices over time. Still 
another problem is that current happiness 
research deals mainly with things over which 
we have little control, such as personality and 
social background. What we need is research on 
things we can choose, for example, working part- 
time or full-time or raising a family or not. For 
this purpose the “Happiness Monitor” project 
(www.risbo.org/happinessmonitor) follows a 
large number of people in The Netherlands, 
using an attractive internet site and yearly 
calls. Parallel studies in other countries are 
welcome. 

Once such information becomes available, it will 
quickly be disseminated to the public through 
the lifestyle press and self-help literature. It can 
also be included in organized health education, 
broadened to become education for “living well.” 
The problem is not in the dissemination of 
knowledge, but in the production of it. 

This way of promoting happiness does not 
involve paternalism; it does not push people into 
a particular way of life, but it provides them with 
information for making a well-informed autono- 
mous decision. Paternalism would be involved 
only if research is manipulated or its results 
communicated selectively—for instance, if the 
observed negative effects of parenthood on hap- 
piness are disguised. 


Life Coaching 


If we feel unhealthy, we go to a medical general 
practitioner, who makes a diagnosis and either 
prescribes a treatment or refers us to a medical 
specialist. If we feel unhappy, there is no such 
generalist. We have to guess about the possible 
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causes ourselves and on that basis consult a 
specialist who may be a psychologist, a marriage 
counsellor, or a lawyer. This is a remarkable 
market failure, given the large number of people 
who feel they could be happier. The size of the 
demand is reflected in the booming sales of self- 
help books and the willingness to pay for things 
that promise greater happiness, such as cosmetic 
surgery and second homes. 

Currently, there are quite a few people who 
present themselves as life coaches or counselors, 
and many of them are members of organizations 
affiliated with the positive psychology move- 
ment. Yet their clientele is quite small and their 
impact on average happiness is negligible. Why 
doesn’t the life coach equal the medical general 
practitioner? In my view, the main reason is in 
the above-mentioned lack of a knowledge base. 
Since we do not really know what trainings work 
for what kind of people, life coaches cannot refer 
to a specialist and therefore treat clients them- 
selves on the basis of intuition. Likewise, coaches 
cannot provide evidence-based advice on matters 
of life choice, since follow-up research on this 
matter is still in its infancy. 

What can life coaches do to foster the develop- 
ment of the required knowledge base? One of 
the ways is following the effects of their own 
practices. This would require that a substantial 
number of life coaches agree to refer all their cli- 
ents to a long-term follow-up study by a univer- 
sity or an otherwise respected and impartial 
scientific body. Clients should provide some basic 
information at intake, among which their cur- 
rent state of happiness and the things for which 
they seek advice. Next, clients should periodi- 
cally report their happiness, e.g., every month for 
a couple of years. This can be done on the Internet, 
and clients should be sure that their responses 
are not communicated to the counselor. 
Counselors in turn should report their diagnosis, 
treatment, and prognosis, without their clients 
knowing. The resulting database will allow us to 
see what interventions work for what kind of 
people and is likely to stimulate more focused 
research. Participation in such a study could be 
one of the requirements for chartering in this 
profession. The above mentioned “Happiness 
Monitor” can be used in that context. 


In Short 


Professional furthering of the happiness of 
individuals requires more research, long-term 
follow-up studies in particular. 
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Notes 


1. In academic philosophy, this moral principle is 
known as “utilitarianism.” 

2. The World Database of Happiness is a collection 
of research findings on happiness as defined in this 
chapter. 

3. Though inequality in incomes is not related to 
average happiness in nations, it is slightly related to 
inequality of happiness in nations, the standard devia- 
tion of happiness tending to be greater in nations 
where income differences are greatest. 

4. The search for meaning seems to be universal, 
but this does not necessarily mean that this is an innate 
need. The quest for meaning can also be a consequence 
of the fact that we can think and therefore cannot avoid 
wondering what our life is good for. If so, that would 
explain why we can live without a convincing answer 
to that question. 
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Positive Psychology as a Force 


for Social Change 


Robert Biswas-Diener, P. Alex Linley, Reena Govindji and 


Linda Woolston 


Taking Stock: The Negative Side of 
Positive Psychology 


Positive psychology is the name given to a rela- 
tively recent movement within psychology, a 
trend in which researchers focus on positive 
topics such as happiness and optimism. In their 
recent text on the subject, Snyder and Lopez 
(2007) define positive psychology as “the science 
and applications related to the study of psycho- 
logical strengths and positive emotions” (p 22). 
Although the antecedents of positive psychology 
can be found in philosophy and the humanistic 
movement, pioneers of this modern phenome- 
non claim that it is distinct from past approaches 
in that rigorous scientific methods are empha- 
sized (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). In 
its modern guise, positive psychology is a decade 
old and has evolved from a handful of loosely 
connected researchers with a professional inter- 
est in positive topics to an organized infrastruc- 
ture including an international professional 
body, annual conferences around the world, 
a journal dedicated to this line of study, and 
graduate-level programs training future genera- 
tions of positive psychologists (Biswas-Diener & 
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Dean, 2007; Linley, Joseph, Harrington, & Wood, 
2006). These institutions are suggestive of the 
durability of the movement and offer proof that 
positive psychology is likely to outlast its charis- 
matic leaders. 

Further testament to the power and useful- 
ness of positive psychology comes from the 
growing body of research, assessment, and inter- 
vention produced under this conceptual umbrella. 
For example, the book Positive Psychological 
Assessment (Lopez & Snyder, 2003) includes 
dozens of widely used and well-validated sur- 
veys for measuring positive constructs. Similarly, 
anumber of positive psychology interventions— 
principally those intended to increase happiness— 
have been tested and validated (e.g., Seligman, 
Steen, Peterson, & Park, 2005; Lyubomirsky, 
2008). Most notably, the research on positive 
topics such as strengths and happiness has grown 
dramatically in recent years. There is now a 
Journal of Happiness Studies, Applied Research 
in Quality of Life, Journal of Positive Psychology, 
and new coaching journals that are, arguably, 
influenced by positive psychological science. 
To take a single example—happiness—a recent 
PsycInfo search revealed that more articles 
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(1,358) were published with the keyword 
“happiness” in the last decade than were pub- 
lished in the preceding hundred-year period 
(1,095 published from 1900-1999). Clearly, there 
has been an increase in the research attention 
given to positive topics, which has, presumably, 
yielded new insights and better theories. 

Among the most important and fundamental 
questions related to this new field is that which 
asks whether positive psychology is, or should 
be, prescriptive. Some scholars have argued that 
positive psychology is, by definition, ideologi- 
cally based and that the emphasis on concepts 
such as “the good life” is necessarily reflective 
of prescriptive values (Woolfolk & Wasserman, 
2005). Seligman (2002), recognized as the founder 
of positive psychology, has argued the opposite, 
insisting that “science must be descriptive and 
not prescriptive. It is not the job of Positive 
Psychology to tell you that you should be opti- 
mistic, or spiritual, or kind or good humored; it is 
rather to describe the consequences of these 
traits” (p. 129). Here, it is easy to draw corollar- 
ies with clinical psychology, itself a prescriptive 
science. Clinical psychologists are not concerned 
only with understanding the etiology of depres- 
sion and other mental disorders but also with 
designing effective interventions to promote 
psychological quality of life, broadly speaking. In 
this respect, positive psychology shares with 
clinical psychology a primary focus on the wel- 
fare of the individual (with apologies to group 
counselors and couples therapists). 

We contend that the heavy emphasis in posi- 
tive psychology on individual flourishing is the 
unintended by-product of the overreliance on 
happiness-related variables as outcome mea- 
sures. In their “progress report” on positive psy- 
chology, for example, Seligman and colleagues 
(2005) suggest that character strength-related 
interventions are effective in buffering people 
against depression and promoting happiness. 
Similarly, interventions tested by Lyubomirsky 
(2008), Bryant, and colleagues (2005) and Otake 
and colleagues (2006) all use happiness as the pri- 
mary outcome measure. Because happiness is, by 
definition, a subjectively felt experience, it follows 
that this science has been able to “prove” its 
effectiveness most readily at the individual level. 
A second possibility is that positive psychology 
is heavily influenced by a personality perspec- 
tive. Indeed, relatively few published positive 
psychology articles look at classic situational 
influences on personal thought or behavior. It 
could be that an emphasis on situational influences 
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undermines the explicit positive psychology idea 
that individuals are not mere “victims of circum- 
stance.” Regardless of the origins of an individu- 
alistic focus, itis our view that positive psychology 
has, in general, favored the individual as the basic 
unit of analysis. Widely used organizational 
interventions such as Appreciative Inquiry 
(Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008), by con- 
trast, are conspicuously absent from encyclope- 
dic sources on positive psychology such as the 
Handbook of Positive Psychology (Snyder & 
Lopez, 2002), just as positive community psy- 
chology theories and interventions are frequently 
overlooked. 

Nowhere is this individualistic concern more 
apparent than in the case of character strengths. 
The study of strengths has been a major thrust of 
positive psychology research and forms the basis 
for many commonly used positive psychology 
interventions. It is noteworthy that the prevail- 
ing conceptual model, the so-called VIA strengths 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004), was developed as 
an intellectual counterpoint to the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(APA, 1994), itself a taxonomy intended for use 
with individuals. Peterson and Seligman (2004) 
explicitly submit the cultivation of individual 
character as the ultimate aim of their work. 
Strengths are often viewed in terms of stable 
personality traits (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) 
or evolutionary adaptations (Linley, 2008), which 
appear to lend themselves to an individualized 
appreciation of this construct. In all fairness, 
however, there is some evidence that major fig- 
ures in positive psychology are beginning to 
turn their attention toward group, organization, 
and society-level intervention. Linley (2008), for 
example, includes discussion of strengths as inte- 
gral to marriages and organizations, and Peterson 
(2006), similarly, has been vocal about creating 
“strengths-based institutions.” In our own work 
at the Centre for Applied Positive Psychology, 
we have also been working since 2006 to take 
positive psychology into practice with both orga- 
nizations (Linley & Page, 2007), and Jenny Fox 
Eades has been working since 2004 to take posi- 
tive psychology into schools (Fox Eades, 2008). 

Thus, we find ourselves at a crucial turning 
point in the evolution of positive psychology. 
The initial period in which it was necessary for 
apologists of positive psychology to establish the 
validity and effectiveness of this new science is 
past. Now, we are at a point where we can begin 
expanding our research, assessments, and inter- 
ventions to reach larger groups. In this regard, 
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positive psychology is a vehicle for positive social 
change. In this chapter, we will highlight the 
instances in which positive psychology research 
and programs have been focused on addressing 
pressing societal issues. We will also outline the 
specific mechanisms by which positive psychol- 
ogy can positively influence societies. Finally, we 
will argue that positive psychology presents a 
unique opportunity to address social ills with 
new tools. 


How Positive Psychology Can Be Used as a 
Tool for Social Change 


Since its inception, thought leaders in positive 
psychology have understood that, in the long 
term, the discipline must evolve from a basic to 
an applied science. As our collective insights into 
happiness, optimism, morality, and other posi- 
tive topics become more sophisticated and useful, 
there is a mandate for social responsibility. While 
scientists do not necessarily feel the onus of that 
responsibility personally, they are the gatekeep- 
ers of knowledge that, arguably, can promote 
positive psychological change on a widespread 
basis. Sherman (2007) describes a program of 
transformative change: 

Transformative activists should not only work 
toward tearing down the old society, but should 
also work toward building the foundations of a 
new society. It’s not just about closing down toxic 
landfills, stopping incinerators from moving into 
the neighborhood, and battling against polluting 
industries. Instead, it is also a proactive approach 
of constructing better alternatives—creating a 
new vision of the community that is both eco- 
nomically strong and environmentally healthy. 

To Sherman’s comments we would add an 
emphasis on psychological flourishing. It is in 
this spirit that positive psychology findings and 
interventions can contribute to the development 
of new organizations and institutions to promote 
higher quality of life. In this section, we will dis- 
cuss four distinct ways positive psychology may 
be a force for social change, and supply case illus- 
trations for each. 


Case 1—Beyond Money: Well-Being Indicators 
and Public Policy 


The first case of positive psychology research 
being used as a force for social change is to be 
found in the subjective well-being (SWB) 
research. SWB is the widely accepted scientific 


27_Sheldon_Chapter-27.indd 412 


® 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


name for happiness, and its research constitutes 
a major pillar of positive psychology. Although 
early research on the topic focused largely on 
demographic factors associated with and explan- 
atory theories of happiness (Diener, 1984), more 
recent studies have focused on the outcomes or 
benefits of happiness. Fredrickson (2001), for 
instance, advanced the “broaden-and-build” 
theory, which states that positive emotions are 
associated with the expansion of physical, social, 
and psychological resources. Evidence for this 
theory can be found in a wide range of benefits of 
feeling frequent positive affect, including 
enhanced creativity, improved social relation- 
ships, better health, and better organizational 
citizenship behaviors (Lyubomirsky, King, & 
Diener, 2005). In the end, happiness is not some- 
thing that simply feels good, it is good... for 
individuals, families, and organizations (Diener 
& Biswas-Diener, 2008). Because happiness is so 
widely beneficial, some researchers have argued 
that measures of well-being are necessary to 
compliment traditional economic indicators of 
quality of life (eg., Diener & Seligman, 2004; 
Michaelson, Abdallah, Steuer, Thompson, & 
Marks, 2009). In fact, because many measures of 
well-being are subjective, their use as national 
indicators may be seen as “part of the democratic 
process in which citizens and their leaders are 
given information that can be useful in policy 
debates” (Diener, 2006, p. 399; Donovan & 
Halpern, 2001). Thus, positive psychology assess- 
ment, itself, can be used as an instrument of 
social change. 

One modern example of this is “State of Global 
Well-being” a comprehensive poll conducted by 
the Gallup Organization. The so-called “Gallup 
World Poll,” initiated in 2005 with recurrent 
sampling cycles, was designed to provide “a broad 
and deep context within which to study well- 
being among populations around the world” 
(Gallup, 2007, p. 9). The poll is noteworthy in 
that it includes demographically representative 
samples (N = 1,000 per country approximately) 
of more than 100 countries. As such, it is able to 
provide in-depth and reliable information on 
well-being, law and order, health, and other 
topics that are important to governors, policy 
makers, and community developers. Also note- 
worthy is the poll’s clear foundation in positive 
psychology, as the introduction to the 2007 
report suggests: 


The science of subjective well-being fills this 
lacuna by providing a representative measure 
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based on self-reported survey data and, in 
doing so, it offers a broader alternative to the 
income/social indicators view of welfare that 
has been in favor with economists (p. 5). 


Case 2—Environmental Awareness 
and Change 


Another area of potential social impact for posi- 
tive psychology research is in environmental 
concerns, especially as they relate to consump- 
tion behaviors and psychological health. There is 
now a body of research literature that suggests 
that materialism—the active valuing of and 
desire to acquire material and luxury goods— 
is toxic to individual well-being (Kasser & Ryan, 
1993). Nickerson and colleagues (2003) demon- 
strated that emphasizing financial success could 
have deleterious effects on both overall life satis- 
faction and on relationship satisfaction. Not only 
is an emphasis on money and material goods 
associated with psychological costs, there are 
environmental costs as well. Brown and Kassser 
(2005) demonstrated that the more materialistic 
an individual is, on average, the higher his or her 
ecological footprint. Kasser (2003) concludes that 
“Earth’s health suffers when these [materialistic] 
values lead individuals to consume at unsustain- 
able and damaging rates” (p. 95). 

One example of positive psychology research 
being used to address environmental concerns 
such as overconsumption is “The Happy Planet 
Index (HPI)” published by the New Economics 
Foundation (Marks, Simms, Thompson, & 
Abdallah, 2006). Rather than sampling the well- 
being of nations, as is commonly done in inter- 
national comparisons of happiness, Marks and 
colleagues divided national well-being scores 
(satisfaction and longevity) by scores of environ- 
mental consumption, resulting in a ratio that 
illustrates “the ecological efficiency with which 
nations deliver happy and long lives to their pop- 
ulations” (p. 9). For instance, the United States— 
the richest country in the world and one that 
consistently ranks in the top 20 on measures of 
happiness (see Biswas-Diener, Vitterso, & Diener, 
2010, for further discussion)—has a “poor” HPI 
rating because of the high levels of consumption 
and amount of natural resources needed to sus- 
tain this level of happiness. The HPI is, arguably, 
a new and dramatic way to present such infor- 
mation and an effective method of informing the 
public about the relation between positive psy- 
chology topics such as happiness and larger social 
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concerns such as environmental degradation. 
It is noteworthy that the Happy Planet Index 
received a large amount of popular media atten- 
tion, highlighting the usefulness of public educa- 
tion as a positive psychology social change tool. 


Case 3—Strengths-Based Organizations 


Just as identifying and using strengths has been 
found to be effective in promoting individual hap- 
piness (Seligman, Steen, Peterson, & Park, 2005), 
there is increasing awareness that strengths-based 
interventions may have organizational benefits. 
Clifton and Harter (2003) apply the concept of 
strengths to the business environment, arguing 
that strengths play an important role in employee 
engagement and superior management practices. 
The best managers, for example, “were more 
likely to indicate that they spend time with high 
producers, match talents to tasks, and emphasize 
individual strengths versus seniority in making 
personnel decisions” (p. 116). Linley (2008) takes 
this idea a step further when he promotes the 
notion that strengths are not merely an individ- 
ual, but collective, phenomenon. In his “strengths- 
based teamworking” approach, Linley argues that 
allocating tasks, roles, and responsibilities accord- 
ing to strengths is more productive than what can 
be achieved by an individual. 

The “Celebrating Strengths” school-based 
program by Fox Eades (2008) is an example of 
how positive psychology can be used to enact 
social change at the organizational level. Eades 
uses strengths as a thematic foundation to pro- 
mote individual and cultural change in schools 
through fesitvals, discussions, building teacher 
skills, storytelling, and other techniques. In her 
“Treasure Chest” approach to strengths-building, 
for example, Eades suggests that classes keep a 
photo album or similar record of their collective 
successes and moments of strengths. Here, the 
emphasis is shifted from individual achievement 
to the collective good. The Celebrating Strengths 
program differs from other strengths interven- 
tion programs in that it is explicitly geared 
toward organizations (schools, in this case) and, 
therefore, includes attention to transformation 
at the individual, classroom, and whole school 
levels. 


Case 4—InItiatives for Addressing Poverty 
Through Enabling Human Talent and Potential 


Perhaps the most pressing of all social problems 
is poverty. A 2002 United Nations Human 
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Development Report reveals that about half the 
people in sub-Saharan Africa and more than a 
third of the people in Southeast Asia live on less 
than a dollar a day. Not only is poverty a matter 
of material deprivation, but studies suggest that 
there are psychological consequences related to 
poverty including higher incidence of trauma 
(Hein & Bukszpan, 1999) and elevated rates of 
sadness, anger, and worry (Biswas-Diener & 
Diener, 2006). The recognition that poverty is 
associated with more than material deprivation 
is at the heart of a vigorous new dialogue on pov- 
erty reduction. Narayan (2002), for example, 
frames poverty in terms of empowerment. She 
writes: 


Empowerment refers broadly to the 
expansion of freedom of choice and action 

to shape one’s life. It implies control over 
resources and decisions. For poor poeple, that 
freedom is severely curtailed by their 
voicelessness and powerlessness... (p. xvii). 


Thus, it may be that the true evil of poverty lies 
not in the health complications associated with 
poor water or inadequate health care (notwith- 
standing that these are serious issues) but in the 
inability of dynamic, intelligent, motivated indi- 
viduals to reach their own potential. Indeed, Nobel 
Laureate Amartya Sen (1992) claims that “poverty 
is better seen in terms of capability failure than in 
terms of the failure to meet ‘basic needs’” (p.109). 
To the extent that this is true, addressing poverty 
dovetails nicely with the underlying ideology of 
positive psychology, which, itself, is primarily 
concerned with potential. 

A number of programs developed to alleviate 
poverty directly address the issue of personal 
empowerment. The Nobel Prize-winning Grameen 
Bank, for example, is a pioneering institution in 
microfinance programs aimed at providing low- 
income men and women opportunities for 
increased participation in their own financial, 
social, and psychological affairs (Yunus, 2008). 
Similarly, our own charitable project, The 
Strengths Project (see www.thestrengthsproject. 
org), is—perhaps—the world’s first explicitly 
positive psychology charitable project with the 
goal of addressing problems associated with pov- 
erty. Sen (1993) argues that poor people adapt 
too easily to their low-class status, and that their 
self-reported life satisfaction is based on unrea- 
sonably low standards of comparisons. To inter- 
vene in such a way as to improve the quality of 
their lives, then, it is necessary to create programs 
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that focus on psychological empowerment as 
well as material needs. The Strengths Project 
uses a motivational interviewing technique 
called the Individual Strengths Assessment to 
promote a sense of worth, efficacy, and commu- 
nity pride among people living in impoverished 
areas of Kolkata, India. By shifting attention 
away from daily struggles to an appreciation of 
personal strengths and social successes, the 
people associated with The Strengths Project 
have experienced a positivity they might not 
have otherwise. 


Moving Forward: A Positive Psychology 
Mandate for Social Change 


In thinking about the potential of positive 
psychology to usher in social change, it makes 
sense to ask fundamental questions about our 
responsibilities—personally and collectively— 
in using this new science to shape a better soci- 
ety. Whether we are researchers, educators, 
coaches, consultants, or therapists, if our work is 
informed by positive psychology, do we bear the 
burden of enacting social change? Certainly 
there is no explicit directive for social change 
activism in our professional codes of ethics or in 
our job descriptions. But, it is fair to say that 
such a mandate is embedded in the very ideology 
of positive psychology itself. Linley (2008) sug- 
gests that, for those wishing to make the greatest 
possible contribution, there are “three pillars” of 
responsibility: 1) personal responsibility to use 
and develop our individual strengths, 2) collec- 
tive responsibility to create conditions that 
enable the strengths of others, and 3) social 
responsibility to harness strengths for the bene- 
fit of wider society. It is our intent to argue in 
this paper that, as gatekeepers of positive psy- 
chology, we are all called upon to live up to these 
three responsibilities. 

The best route to social change is, however, not 
a clear path, and the best use of our resources is 
not always certain. Take the example of environ- 
mental degradation: As people involved in a 
social science, do we have a preemptive responsi- 
bility to help other people (as opposed to focus- 
ing our energies on addressing environmental 
problems)? An argument could be made that pat- 
terns of development and consumption affect 
human psychology and, therefore, environmen- 
tal matters fall directly under the purview of 
positive psychologists. On the other hand, it could 
be that the tools of our trade—psychological 
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assessments, counseling interventions, education— 
are more appropriate to a type of transformative 
change that is directly linked to organizations 
and societies; that is, to people. Obviously, there 
is no single correct answer to this question, and 
the type and method of social change pursued 
will largely be a matter of individual preference. 
That said, we believe positive psychology offers 
mechanisms by which people can achieve an 
improved quality of life and therefore ought to 
be used toward this end. In closing, we outline 
what we believe to be the goals and tools of social 
change in a positive psychology context. 


Goals of Social Change 


To some degree, the idea of social change under- 
scores all of the work of psychology. We study 
human thought and behavior because we believe 
that a better understanding of ourselves will lead 
to better self-control, relationships, and decisions. 
We try to intervene in the lives of people who 
struggle with painful mental illness or to pro- 
mote health and wellness behaviors because we 
believe it will feel better and result in outcomes 
we value. In each case psychology is, itself, about 
change. But when we talk about social change we 
mean transforming existing social structures to 
improve the lives of many. Social change need 
not be anchored in liberal or conservative ideolo- 
gies, and we show no favor to either here. Instead, 
we have identified broad goals of social change 
that meet two criteria: first, they must be widely 
appealing to people regardless of politics, ethnic- 
ity, nationality, religion, or other personal fac- 
tors; second, they must be directly tied to the 
technologies of positive psychology, either in its 
current form or in some reasonably predictable 
future form. These goals include: 


1. Economic possibility: We have a responsibility 
to disseminate information about the toxic 
effects of focusing too heavily on material 
aspirations (Nickerson et al, 2003) and 
bringing to light the psychological 
mechanisms by which people make 
responsible and irresponsible financial 
decisions (e.g., Stewart, 2009). By the same 
token, we have an obligation to educate policy 
makers on the relation between income and 
well-being, especially at the national level of 
analysis (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). This 
extends to the many benefits of income on 
happiness (see Hagerty & Veenhoven, 2003). 
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2. Human potential: Human potential has been 
of central interest to psychologists since 
Maslow (1954) introduced his famous 
“hierarchy of needs.” Positive psychology is, 
itself, about unleashing talent, developing 
strengths, and increasing the capabilities of 
all people. The psychological science of 
human potential is especially germane to 
social transformation to the extent that it can 
be applied to members of disenfranchised 
groups. 

3. Community capability: From a community 
psychology standpoint, those interested in 
positive psychology are well poised to 
research and intervene with community 
health and welfare initiatives. It is possible to 
extend beyond a traditional focus on social 
ills such as drug abuse, homelessness, and 
violence and shift a focus to prevention, 
volunteerism, and community regeneration 
programs that are highly inclusive. Narrow 
and colleagues (1993) note that nearly half 
the people who seek ambulatory mental 
health services do not qualify for an official 
diagnosis. To the extent that positive 
psychology is about promoting health, even 
among the healthy there is much that this 
new science has to offer communities. 


Mechanisms for Social Change 


We close with practical suggestions for using 
positive psychology in the service of social 
change. First, we believe it is imperative that pos- 
itive psychological science be widely accessible. 
Lazarus (2003) suggests that, perhaps, positive 
psychology is too popular in nature and scien- 
tists in this discipline need more time to investi- 
gate and define concepts of interest. While his 
point is well taken, it also seems responsible to 
make those conclusions about which we are con- 
fident available to the public. A cottage industry 
has sprung up around positive psychology books, 
coaching seminars, and consultancies. It would 
be a shame, in our view (and we speak as part of 
that industry), if the potential benefits of posi- 
tive psychology were limited to middle- or 
upper-class individuals or to those living in 
industrialized nations. We suggest experiment- 
ing with methods for giving positive psychology 
away for free. One excellent example of this 
is the VIA assessment of strengths, which is 
available free of charge to anyone who can access 
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the Internet. Similarly, it is possible to establish 
methods by which relatively affluent people pur- 
chasing positive psychological assessments or 
services help subsidize comparable services for a 
counterpart in an impoverished area of the world. 
A portion of the revenue from coaching clients, 
for instance, might be placed in a kitty that could 
later be used to fund coaching for community 
leaders in India, South America, or other areas 
where these services might not be affordable. 
Similar programs could be developed in any 
instance where positive psychology consultation, 
assessment, or interventions are sold. 

Next, we believe that positive psychology can 
be used effectively as an educational tool that 
affects social change. Sherman (2007) claims that 
one of the fundamental tenets of transformative 
action is “exposing injustice.” At the core of this 
argument is a tacit understanding of the power 
of knowledge. Proctor (2008) argues that igno- 
rance—such as the instances when businesses 
mount campaigns to cast doubt on the harmful 
effects of their products—can lead to social ills. It 
follows that using positive psychology to educate 
people about promising routes to happiness, fac- 
tors that promote resilience, and other positive 
topics can be helpful in creating a good society. In 
the so-called “information age” some people have 
been concerned about a perceived “information 
gap,” in which people without access to Internet 
resources or mobile technology are at a disad- 
vantage in higher education, industry, and health. 
In our opinion, we must ensure that positive 
psychology information is available to all people. 
As an example of this, one of us (RBD) has some- 
times arranged to give lectures in severely 
impoverished areas in India so that the local pop- 
ulation may have the same access to research 
findings on subjective well-being as their coun- 
terparts in countries where popular books on 
happiness are widely available. Similar dissemi- 
nation of positive psychology research results is 
possible with a number of target audiences using 
a wide variety of media and presentation tools. 

Finally, positive psychology has the greatest 
potential for social change in interventions at the 
group level. Admittedly, a number of programs 
aimed at group change such as Appreciative 
Inquiry or Celebrating Strengths are already in 
use and are effective. Despite this fact, counseling 
and community psychologists have largely been 
left outside the strategic development of the field 
of positive psychology (Cowen & Kilmer, 2002, 
Mollen, Ehtington & Ridley, 2006). As a result, 
positive psychology is largely influenced by 
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an individual-intervention mindset. Community- 
based approaches to social change would not only 
be a welcome addition to positive psychology but 
are, arguably, its greatest area of growth. 
Ultimately, positive psychology is a science 
that is concerned with human betterment, com- 
munity flourishing, and the good life, broadly 
defined. In the last decade we have been success- 
ful in establishing this ideological movement as 
a viable science with lasting institutions and 
worthwhile intellectual products. We now find 
ourselves at the advent of a new phase in the 
evolution of positive psychology. We are now 
called to reach our own personal and professional 
potential by using our knowledge and technolo- 
gies not just for good, but for the good of many. 
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What's Positive about Positive Psychology? 
Reducing Value-Bias and Enhancing 
Integration within the Field 


Kennon M. Sheldon 


In this book we have invited a host of notewor- 
thy scientists to take stock of the field of positive 
psychology and to give their suggestions about 
how the field may move forward. In this chapter 
I (the lead editor) will take my own shot at these 
questions. What are the key issues facing posi- 
tive psychology? 


Taking Stock: Has the Value-Laden Nature of 
Positive Psychology Detracted from Positive 
Psychological Science? 


In taking stock, I’d like to begin by focusing on an 
interesting tension within positive psychology: 
the very fact that it contains the word “positive” 
in its title. Already this seems a violation of the 
proper scientific attitude, which says that science 
must be value-free and unbiased (Kendler, 1999). 
According to this view, the scientist should be a 
neutral observer, carefully documenting what 
exists in reality, not what he or she wishes existed. 
Indeed, it is difficult and almost ludicrous to 
imagine a field of “positive physics” or “positive 
chemistry”—aren’t these hard sciences whose 
purview is objective physical reality, independent 
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of our subjective feelings about that reality? 
Shouldn’t psychology (including positive psy- 
chology) also be “hard”? 

In this section I hope to unpack and evaluate 
this aspect of positive psychology—the fact that 
it seems to presuppose that its subject matter 
is positive or desirable according to some value 
system. What is that value system, and is it 
justifiable? Does it get in positive psychology’s 
way as a science? Can positive psychology even 
be a science, given its potential bias? 


Positive Psychology as a Positive Science 


In considering the matter, it becomes apparent 
that the “positive” in positive psychology can be, 
and has been, conceptualized and applied in a vari- 
ety of different ways. One way simply involves 
doing what we might call “positive science,” 
which can be defined as a mixture of basic and 
applied research in which the search for basic 
knowledge is influenced by the desire to improve 
or optimize human life. Of course, there are 
many topics that a scientist could choose to study 
within his or her field; the positive scientist 
chooses topics that have direct relevance for 
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making things better for people. By this definition, 
many physicists and chemists could be classified 
as positive scientists; for example, a molecular 
biologist who seeks to change the by-products of 
a certain chemical reaction so that a drug with 
fewer side effects may be produced, or a nuclear 
physicist who seeks to understand fusion reac- 
tions in order to solve human energy problems. 
Similarly, a positive psychologist might research 
how to best communicate with participants 
during a life-skills intervention, so that partici- 
pants gain the most from the intervention. Here, 
the psychologist’s search for basic knowledge 
(concerning fundamental principles of commu- 
nication and persuasion) takes place within a 
particular type of applied context (improving a 
skills intervention). From this perspective, the 
value judgments or biases implied by positive 
psychology seem non-problematic, as long as the 
goal of improving life does not bias or cloud the 
broader goal of understanding objective reality 
in order to do that. 


Positive Psychology as an Ideological Stance 


However, it seems that positive psychologists are 
doing more than this. Some of us seem to be 
thinking that our subject matter itself (people) is 
generally positive or admirable. This brings us to 
a second possible understanding of the “positive” 
within positive psychology: that the scientist’s 
subject matter is inherently good, desirable, or 
valuable (relative to an opposing perspective, 
that the subject matter might be inherently bad, 
undesirable, or not valuable). One example is the 
book, Born to Be Good: The Science of a 
Meaningful Life (Keltner, 2009). Keltner makes 
an argument that humans evolved to be more 
cooperative and interconnected than selfish and 
destructive, and that these positive characteris- 
tics are a prominent part of humanity’s adaptive 
toolkit. Of course, such arguments can be evalu- 
ated on their empirical merits, and Keltner does a 
very reasonable job of defending his optimistic 
thesis. Still, it is difficult to imagine a chemist or 
physicist saying that chemical or physical pro- 
cesses are “more good than bad” (except perhaps 
from the perspective that if they did not occur, 
life could not exist). 

It seems to me that this is where positive psy- 
chology is most vulnerable to going wrong, as 
the belief that humans are more good than bad 
could be a self-serving illusion or an ideological 
bias that clouds or completely blocks our view of 
half of human nature (i.e., the not-so-good part). 
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Indeed, many “noble human” movements in the 
past (Rousseau's romantic humanism, 1960s 
Third Force psychology) seem to have lost favor 
precisely because their view seemed, at least to 
some, to be too naïve or Pollyannaish. This does 
not mean that those making such positive 
assumptions are necessarily wrong; again, it may 
be possible to make an empirical case that 
humans are more positive than negative with 
respect to carefully specified value-categories 
(i.e., maybe we do cooperate more than we com- 
pete, smile more than we frown, grow more than 
we contract). Indeed, it does seem that people are 
more happy than unhappy (Myers, 2000). But 
researchers should tread very cautiously in this 
area! 

As a personal example, I work extensively 
with Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2008), a very 
“positive” theory that assumes that an orienta- 
tion toward growth and integration is the default 
state of humans. However, I strive to remain 
critical of the idea that humans are inherently 
growth-seeking and intrinsically motivated until 
social forces derail them. There is plenty of evi- 
dence that humans are also inherently small- 
minded, defensive, and susceptible to greed and 
venality, and this fact needs to be reconciled with 
the positive view. In fact, an exciting trend within 
contemporary self-determination theory is to 
explore the exact mechanisms by which thwarted 
positive motivations can become twisted into 
substitute, compensatory, and unhealthy nega- 
tive motivations (Ryan & Deci, 2008). 


Positive Psychology as an Appreciative View 


However, many positive psychologists do not go 
quite so far as to assume that “humans are basi- 
cally good.” Instead, they are merely trying to 
take an “appreciative” view of their subject 
matter (King, 2008). As one considers the data 
and their implications, one pauses to admire the 
admirable, praise the praiseworthy, and like the 
likeable. Also, one is open to the fact that most 
people function rather well despite their prob- 
lems, and one is attentive to “what works” more 
so than “what doesn't work” (Sheldon & King, 
2001). There seems to be nothing wrong with 
such an attitude: of course, many physicists, 
chemists, and biologists have a fascination for 
the intricacies of their topic (that's why they 
went into the field) and experience great enthu- 
siasm regarding their discoveries. Such enthusi- 
asm and appreciation is doubtless a large part 
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CHAPTER 28. 


of why some academics write books for lay 
audiences—to communicate the wonders of their 
field to a broader audience. 

I suggest that the latter, “appreciative” attitude 
is a particularly important one for positive psy- 
chologists to cultivate, because it can help to rec- 
tify and re-balance what I believe has been a 
negative bias in the field of psychology. This is 
manifested both in the predominant topics stud- 
ied by psychologists prior to the year 2000 (mental 
illness, pathology, conflict, prejudice, aggression, 
and the like) and by the previous century’s implicit 
assumption that human functioning is predomi- 
nantly characterized by problems—errors, biases, 
self-serving motives, hostile instincts, and the 
like. One notable contribution of positive psy- 
chology in the last 10 years has been to begin to 
counterbalance these dominant foci and assump- 
tions so that the good side of human nature, and 
our general success in solving the problems of 
living, are recognized and understood. Of course, 
the danger always looms that appreciative posi- 
tive psychologists will be too appreciative, fooled 
by their wishes and preconceptions into seeing 
humans as better than they really are, a danger 
noted and discussed by many of the contributors 
to this volume. However, the danger seems not 
as great for this third definition of the positive in 
positive psychology, as it refers more to an atti- 
tude toward the topic rather than to an ideologi- 
cal position formally located within theory. 


Positive Psychology as the Study of 
Positive Topics 


An unfortunate implication of the term “positive 
psychology” is that it suggests that some areas or 
eras of psychology may be “negative” psychology. 
This can lead to an unfortunate dynamic: nobody 
wants to think they are a negative psychologist, 
so they must either join the bandwagon (“I too 
ama positive psychologist!”) or deny it (“Positive 
psychology is wrong and harmful!”). My posi- 
tion is that all fields of psychology are positive 
sciences to the extent that the derived knowledge 
can be used to solve problems and to improve 
what is in need of improvement. After all, clini- 
cal researchers studying depression and cogni- 
tive researchers studying learning errors are not 
trying to increase depression and error; they 
hope their knowledge can be used to reduce these 
problems. Even military psychologists studying 
brainwashing or prisoner intimidation tech- 
niques could be viewed as positive psychologists, 
if one accepts their claim that this knowledge is 
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essential for protecting America’s security. This 
is of course a debatable proposition, and here it 
may simply become a question of values and 
interpretations. (Which are correct and worthy?) 
The main point is that we are (nearly) all pro- 
ceeding in good faith, doing what we think is 
right. 

Obviously, however, the term “positive 
psychology” is not very useful if it applies to all 
psychologists. Thus, I believe that the term posi- 
tive psychology is best reserved specifically for 
research into the “good” side of human life— 
topics such as gratitude (rather than jealousy), 
forgiveness (rather than revenge), happiness 
(rather than depression), cooperation (rather 
than disruptive competition), and longevity 
(rather than premature death). Positive psychol- 
ogy focuses directly on providing the owner’s 
manual for human optimization—helping people 
to go not from “awful” to “OK” (the focus of 
prior, “negative” psychology that in a sense 
focused primarily on negative topics like depres- 
sion) but rather, from “OK” to “awesome” 
(Seligman, 2002). And indeed, “positive topics” 
does seem to be the way the term is primarily 
used within the field, as can be seen by scanning 
any issue of The Journal of Positive Psychology. 
For example, the January 2009 issue contains 
articles on flourishing, achievement, well-being, 
pleasure, interest, positive emotions, gratitude, 
meaning in life, open-mindedness, life purpose, 
elevation, prosocial behavior, empathy, and thriv- 
ing. Only two “negative” terms appeared in the 
title of any of the nine articles in this issue: rela- 
tionship dissolution (how to cope with it through 
positive writing) and materialism (how to reduce 
it by increasing gratitude). 

In sum, from a definitional standpoint, positive 
psychology is a positive science that conducts 
basic research with an eye to improving human 
life and functioning; its practitioners try to at 
least take an appreciative view of the positive 
aspects of human nature, even if they do not go so 
far as to assume that human nature is “basically 
good”; they tend to study topics that are framed 
in positive terms rather than in polar negative 
terms; and they try to recognize and correct (when 
necessary) the negative biases regarding human 
nature that used to permeate the field, even as 
they try to remain realistic, so as not to fall prey 
to wishful thinking and overly rosy visions and so 
as not to ignore important “negative” aspects of 
human nature that impact upon their topics. 
However, as suggested by the canvassing of posi- 
tive psychology titles in the journal issue above, 
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there may not be enough attention to negative 
characteristics---how they detract from the posi- 
tive, and how such detraction may be prevented 
(22% of articles addressed this). 


The Fragmentation of Positive Psychology 


Above, I suggested that most positive psycholo- 
gists are defined by the fact that they study 
“positive topics,” such as happiness, gratitude, 
forgiveness, savoring, awe, curiosity, flow, and 
the like. This brings us to another possible cri- 
tique of the movement, that it is a grab-bag or 
smorgasbord of topical research, without suffi- 
cient integration between even different positive 
topics, much less between positive and negative 
topics. Of course, an important aspect of the 
movement has been that previously ignored 
phenomena are finally receiving the attention 
they deserve. But on the other hand, where 
should it end? One might form a separate line of 
inquiry regarding nearly any positive term in 
the dictionary (strength, virtue, inspiration, 
charity, chastity, hope, faith, etc.), leading to a 
near-infinite number of segmented research 
literatures. A common approach is to devise a 
scale to measure positive characteristic X, show 
that it is correlated with positive outcomes (such 
as well-being), and perhaps later in the program, 
that it moderates the effect of some other vari- 
able on positive outcomes. This type of research 
is important to do in the early phases of a 
new science, but I suggest that in a more mature 
science research should focus on integrating 
across lines of research and eliminating less 
useful constructs and measures from further 
consideration. For example, well-being has been 
correlated with a near-infinite variety of positive 
characteristics—but which characteristics are the 
most cardinal or central, accounting for the most 
variance? We do not yet know. 


Moving Forward: The Need for an Integrative 
Model of Human Functioning 


As illustrated by the above critique of positive 
psychology’s “topic-ism,” it seems that the field 
of positive psychology (and perhaps psychology 
more generally) is in need of an integrative con- 
ceptual and empirical framework in which to 
a) conceptually unify diverse topics within posi- 
tive psychology, and b) determine which positive 
psychology constructs are most essential for 
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bringing about the various positive outcomes 
of interest. I will briefly describe the candidate 
model and approach offered in Optimal Human 
Being: An Integrated Multi-level Perspective 
(Sheldon, 2004). The model attempts to provide a 
framework for achieving consilience (Wilson, 
1998) between the different levels of science; this 
must in principle be possible, because they are all 
operating within a singular, self-consistent reality. 

According to this model, reality is a multi- 
level nested hierarchy of processes occurring at 
different scales and levels of analysis, each run- 
ning off at its own level but also reaching up or 
down at times to influence or be influenced by 
processes at other levels. Figure 28.1 presents the 
basic model, which merely formalizes (in my 
view) what most scientists already implicitly 
assume. 

As can be seen, atomic processes are assumed 
to form the building blocks for everything else 
(although future high-energy particle research 
might extend this even further down). Atomic 
processes are entrained in higher-order aggre- 
gates (molecular compounds), which themselves 
interact at their own level by their own, partially 
independent laws. Thus, chemistry “emerges” 
from physics as a higher level of organization 
that is constrained by atomic processes but 
that also functions somewhat independently of 
atomic processes (thus, ultimately, both the sci- 
ences of physics and chemistry are necessary; 
chemistry is not reducible to physics). 

This process of higher-order emergence con- 
tinues up the chain, such that in the case of living 
systems, cells emerge as an aggregate of chemi- 
cal processes that can reach back down to orga- 
nize those chemical processes, organ tissues 
emerge as an aggregate of cellular processes that 
can reach back down to organize cellular pro- 
cesses, nervous tissue emerges as a special type 
of organ tissue that can reach down to organize 
organic processes, and so on. All of these pro- 
cesses are happening simultaneously, all up and 
down the hierarchy of reality. Perhaps-novel fea- 
tures of the model are that it straddles the brain- 
mind boundary by postulating that cognitive 
processes are an aggregate of nervous-tissue 
processes that can reach back down to organize 
nervous processes, it straddles the objectivity/ 
subjectivity boundary by postulating that per- 
sonality (and self in particular) is an aggregate of 
cognitive processes that can reach back down to 
organize cognitive and neuronal processes, and it 
straddles the person-social context boundary by 
postulating that social relations emerge from the 
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Figure 28.1 An Integrated Model of Reality and the Processes that affect Behavior. 


interactions of particular personalities, the social- 
relations level containing its own set of laws (i.e., 
reciprocity norms, turn-taking norms) that in 
turn can reach back down to affect the personali- 
ties embedded within social relations. Finally, the 
model recognizes that cultural patterns and his- 
tories emerge over time from the long-term 
interactions of personalities existing in close 
proximity within a bounded geographical region, 
and further, that cultural patterns can reach down 
to organize the interactions of those nested within 
the culture. The hope is that the model contains 
and acknowledges all of the major categories of 
influence relevant to understanding human behav- 
ior and experience. And indeed, we (the editors) 
applied this framework as we organized the 
chapters in this book; a glance at the Table of 
Contents shows that the chapters herein con- 
sider topics ranging from biological to emotions 
to social-cognitive to personality to relationships 
to clinical to organizational to societal levels of 
analysis. 

Space does not permit complete explication of 
the model (see Sheldon, 2004, 2007, 2008), but I 
will briefly point out several important further 
features. First, different time-scales operate at 
each level, such that processes (and changes) 
occur more slowly at each subsequent level. This 
provides the primary basis for suggesting that a 
particular level can be emergent from the level 
below but also have top-down effects upon that 
level; namely, the inexorable operation of longer- 
term processes at a given level can change 
the operational conditions for the constituent 
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shorter-term processes at the level below, such 
that two levels might influence each other in a 
bottom-top-bottom-top sinusoidal-type pattern. 

Second, each level is assumed to be irreducible 
to the level below—each has its own set of laws 
that must be discovered (thus, molecular biology 
will never “go away” because it has been reduced 
to chemistry or physics, and personality psy- 
chology will never “go away” because it has been 
reduced to brain processes). This implies that 
each level will be important for explaining at 
least some kinds of behavior, phenomena, and 
outcomes (i.e., the organ-tissue level may take 
precedence to explain a trip to the refrigerator, 
whereas the personality level may take prece- 
dence to explain a trip to the psychiatrist). This 
principle of causal plurality is illustrated in 
Figure 28.1 by the simultaneous arrows leading 
from every level to “behavior.” 

Third, many behaviors or outcomes are likely 
best explained via cross-level interactions, as 
indicated by the diagonal arrows in Figure 28.1 
showing possible moderation of each level's 
effects by the level above. For example, the per- 
sonality style of neuroticism may moderate the 
effects of particular cognitions (“what if some- 
thing goes wrong?”) upon lower-level cortisol 
(stress) reactions, and the cultural style of col- 
lectivism may moderate the effects of particular 
interaction styles (assertive vs. obeisant) upon 
the lower-level outcomes of the particular per- 
sonalities nested within the social interactions. 

Fourth, the principle of “scientific reduction- 
ism” can be illustrated in the model as the 
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attempt to explain the rules and processes of a 
particular level of analysis entirely in terms of 
rules and processes at the level below (i.e., all of 
chemistry understood as resulting from the 
properties of atoms alone, or all of personality 
understood as resulting from the properties of 
cognitions alone). The principle of “scientific 
holism” can be illustrated in the model as the 
attempt to explain the rules and processes of a 
particular level of analysis entirely in terms of 
rules and processes at the level above (i.e., cogni- 
tive processes as completely determining neural 
processes, or social role forces as completing 
determining personality). Both philosophies are 
likely to bear fruit in most cases, but neither can 
ever win because both bottom-up and top-down 
chains of causality flow through the system. It is 
particularly important to point out that reduc- 
tionism, although it has paid huge dividends in 
science, can never win, precisely because of the 
phenomenon of emergence. Thus, again, neuro- 
scientists will always need personality psycholo- 
gists to tell them what higher-order processes or 
aggregates may be lurking in their data, and 
molecular biologists will always need neurosci- 
entists to tell them what higher-order processes 
may be conditioning cellular-level processes. 
Researchers trying to apply this model to do 
integrative research would need to be fluent in 
the concepts and methods of several adjacent 
levels of analysis, so they are best prepared to 
conceptualize the full range of processes that 
may influence the phenomenon of interest; they 
would also need to be fluent in the possible cross- 
level interactions that may occur between the 
levels of analysis close to the phenomenon. Thus, 
for example, a social dilemma researcher might 
want to know about the cognitive processes impli- 
cated in different ways of calculating expected 
utilities, the personality processes (values, traits) 
implicated in biasing or reacting to calculated 
utilities, the interpersonal processes by which 
personalities respond to one another when paired 
within the iterated dilemma, and the cultural- 
level processes by which different kinds of social 
interaction patterns are encouraged or discour- 
aged within the person’s cultural context. What 
this implies is a four-level model for data collec- 
tion: multiple cognitions each nested inside of 
multiple types of personalities nested inside of 
multiple types of interaction patterns nested 
inside of multiple types of cultures. For the 
study above, one might need an N = 10,000 
from 10 different cultural samples, each of 
which contains 10 different interaction patterns 
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(whether observed naturally or experimentally 
assigned), each of which contains 10 personality 
types or traits, each of which contains 10 differ- 
ent cognitive processes (the latter would be a 
within-subjects factor). Obviously, such data col- 
lections are daunting to even think about, much 
less actually conduct and analyze. However, 
I believe that this kind of study may provide the 
best route to truly comprehensive, integrated 
knowledge within psychology and across the dis- 
ciplines related to psychology. Thus, it is worth- 
while trying to plot the possible paths to consilience 
(Wilson, 1998)! 

How might such a multi-level model be applied 
to a positive psychology topic? Sheldon and Tan 
(2007) provided one example, based on the rea- 
soning of Sheldon (2004), who argued that needs, 
traits, motivations, and selves constitute four 
levels of personality within the “personality” 
level of analysis represented in Figure 28.1, and 
thus that each level of personality needed to be 
considered simultaneously for a complete under- 
standing of happiness (see McAdams, 1996, and 
McAdams & Pals, 2006, for similar arguments). 
Sheldon and Tan considered all of these concep- 
tual levels by measuring the psychological need- 
satisfaction, personality traits, motivational 
styles, self-processes, social relations, and subjec- 
tive well-being (SWB) of 533 participants nested 
within two different cultures, Singapore and the 
U.S. They also considered the level of social sup- 
port experienced by each participant, a social 
interactions-level construct (notably, there were 
only two statistical levels in their data, namely, 
participant nested in culture). 

In their data analysis, Sheldon and Tan (2007) 
took a two-stage approach. First, they tried to 
identify the most efficacious predictor of SWB 
within each level of the postulated hierarchy. 
Specifically, they identified two or more candi- 
date predictors of happiness from within each 
level (i.e, Deci and Ryan’s (1985) autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness needs at the needs 
level; the Big Five traits at the trait level; goal self- 
concordance and current goal progress at the 
motive level; self-esteem and positive possible 
selves at the self level; perceived social support 
and autonomy support from important others at 
the social interactions level) and first compared 
them as predictors within each level. At each level, 
a particular construct “won” the initial test and 
was advanced to the multi-level competition. In 
the second and final analysis, these winners were 
entered into the same equation containing every 
level at once (including cultural membership as a 
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CHAPTER 28. 


level 2 factor). As a result, high competence 
need-satisfaction, low neuroticism, high goal 
progress, high self-esteem, high social support, 
and membership within the U.S. cultural sample 
all had independent main effects upon partici- 
pant well-being, supporting the “irreducibility” 
postulate discussed above; all levels of informa- 
tion were relevant to understanding this particu- 
lar phenomenon, namely, SWB. Notably, cultural 
membership did not moderate the effects of 
need-satisfaction upon well-being, supporting 
Deci and Ryan’s (2000) claim that the basic psy- 
chological needs are universal and should have 
roughly equivalent effects in any cultural con- 
text examined (i.e., there should be no cross-level 
interactions, illustrated in Figure 28.1, involving 
psychological needs). 

I suggest that this general type of procedure 
could be used to begin establishing a) which are 
the most important variables and topics in posi- 
tive psychology for understanding particular 
positive outcomes (i.e., is forgiveness, gratitude, 
or kindness most important for predicting mari- 
tal longevity?), and b) understanding how these 
factors’ effects may be moderated by type of 
relationship or cultural context. The main rec- 
ommendation is to measure as many different 
(but relevant) constructs simultaneously as pos- 
sible, both within and between levels, so that the 
work of paring down to the essentials for each 
outcome of interest may begin. Obviously, many 
positive psychology “topics” can be studied both 
as outcomes (e.g., expressed gratitude results 
from receiving favors from others; McCullough, 
2008) and as predictors in their own right (e.g., 
expressed gratitude predicts relationship func- 
tioning). Thus, researcher’s goals will determine 
which phenomenon is moved to the left side of 
Figure 28.1 as the outcome of choice, versus 
which phenomena will be retained on the right 
side of Figure 28.1, as a possible predictor. 


Positive Psychology Should Focus on 
“Personality on Up” 


Again, positive psychology is the study of posi- 
tive topics. In terms of Figure 28.1, what levels of 
analysis should positive psychology address? 
Might positive psychologists focus on positive 
biochemical processes, positive cellular function- 
ing, or positive brain function? Or are positive 
psychology topics best constrained to a higher 
level or levels? To address this question, I 
returned to the definition and goals of positive 
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psychology that were first stated at the Akumal 
conference in 1999, in the “positive psychology 
manifesto” (see appendix, this volume). The def- 
inition: “Positive Psychology is the scientific 
study of optimal human functioning. It aims to 
discover and promote the factors that allow indi- 
viduals and communities to thrive.” Positive 
psychology’s main goal: “to understand optimal 
functioning at multiple levels, including experi- 
ential, personal, relational, institutional, societal, 
and global.” As can be seen, this definition and 
goal seem to focus “from experience on up.” That 
is, the statement suggests that we should start 
“above” the body-mind boundary, moving from 
positive experience on up toward the personal, 
relational, and cultural. Only from there up do 
concepts like joy, value, integrity, cooperation, 
and growth have meaning. Cognition and below 
all concern the “how” (nuts and bolts) and 
not the “who” (the person and his/her experi- 
ences, relationships, and cultures that we want to 
optimize). 

Of course, one can focus lower, i.e., to find psy- 
chotropic drugs that help mood, or to find brain 
regions that light up when we're happy. Several 
chapters in this volume do precisely this. 
Nevertheless, the dependent variable in these 
cases (i.e., the focal phenomenon at the left of 
Figure 28.1) is still positive experience on up. 
Thus, positive psychology is not (directly) about 
understanding how psychotropic drugs work, 
or how the brain responds to stimulation, 
although it may be about how these factors influ- 
ence positive experience, personality, relation- 
ships, or societies. 


Positive Psychology Is Not, in Principle, 
Overly Individualistic 


Notice that the recommendation to focus on 
“personality on up” enjoins positive psycholo- 
gists to focus not only on personality but also 
upon the higher-level contexts in which person- 
ality is nested—positive relationships, organiza- 
tions, and cultures. These are emergent processes 
that go beyond individual experience. Indeed, 
there is some work in positive psychology that 
addresses these higher-order processes (i.e., rela- 
tionship issues, covered by Gable and Grant in 
our book; organizational issues, covered by 
Luthans and Linley in this book; societal issues, 
covered by Biswas-Diener and Florida in this 
book), but probably not as much as there needs 
to be. So, one “moving forward” issue is more 
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research at the higher levels. Of course, this type 
of research is more difficult and costly to do, and, 
after all, positive psychologists are psychologists, 
not sociologists or anthropologists; still, a com- 
plete understanding demands such research. 
However, this brings us to a frequent criticism 
of positive psychology that I believe is unfounded: 
that positive psychology is too individually focused 
and ignores or de-emphasizes relationships and 
culture (see Christopher and Hickinbottom, 
2008, Richardson and Guignon, 2008, and Becker 
and Maracek, 2008, all published in a special 
issue of Theory & Psychology; see also Rozin, 
this volume). Again, in principle, positive psy- 
chology is committed to understanding social 
and cultural diversity, at least because this varia- 
tion provides grist for the mill of understanding 
which facets of these levels of analysis are most 
important for optimal functioning. However, 
this type of understanding of diversity may not 
be enough for cultural relativists, many of whom 
seem to insist that all cultural styles and national 
systems have equal dignity and are equally 
worthy of respect. While a respectful attitude 
should certainly be cultivated when interacting 
with anyone, it is possible that positive psychol- 
ogy could find that some types of culture, or 
some types of governmental and societal institu- 
tions, are more salubrious than others, just as 
some management, teaching, or parenting styles 
might be more salubrious than others. These 
are empirical questions, questions that can be 
answered after the researcher specifies the out- 
come of interest, acknowledges the value system 
that denotes this outcome as best (Sheldon & 
Kasser, 2000), and collects the requisite data. 
Really, the assumption that seems to be lurk- 
ing at the heart of the “overly individualistic” 
critique is this: that the individual and society are 
necessarily in conflict, and that positive psychol- 
ogy favors the individual in this conflict, when 
perhaps society ought to be favored. This view 
sees positive psychology as glorifying the indi- 
vidual and his/her experience at the expense of the 
relationships and societies in which he/she lives. 
However, I believe the assumption of inevitable 
conflict between the pleasure-seeking individual 
and the responsible restraining society is largely 
unfounded. For example, in self-determination 
theory data, autonomy and relatedness need- 
satisfaction are always very positively correlated, 
even impossible to disentangle sometimes. And 
this is what is expected: to feel a healthy sense of 
self, one must also be engaged in healthy rela- 
tionships (Ryan & Deci, 2008). What critics 
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sometimes seem to have in mind is a selfish, self- 
centered form of individualism, in which indi- 
viduals are narcissistic and self-gratifying, with 
no real desire to form meaningful connections 
with others. I urge that degraded forms of 
Western individualism (narcissism, consumer- 
ism, entitlement, materialism) not be mistaken 
for, or discourage the pursuit of, the positive 
potentials of the higher forms of Western 
individualism (simultaneous connectivity and 
creativity; personal growth and personal rela- 
tionships; individual happiness and collective 
welfare). 


Summary 


In this chapter I have considered four possible 
meanings of the “positive” in positive psychology: 
that positive psychology involves doing “positive 
science” (basic and applied research aimed at 
improving human life), that it involves assum- 
ing that human nature is inherently “good” as a 
theoretical tenet, that it involves merely appreci- 
ating formerly unappreciated but admirable 
aspects of human nature, and that it involves 
studying the positive rather than the negative 
extreme of particular topics (i.e, forgiveness, 
not revenge; elation, not depression). Examples 
exist of all four definitions, and I cautioned that 
“assuming that humans are basically good” may 
at times be problematic for positive psycholo- 
gists. Next I considered the rampant “topic-ism” 
in positive psychology and criticized the ten- 
dency to invent a new scale to measure every 
positive term in the dictionary. We need to start 
paring down and organizing and integrating our 
constructs, rather than having a continuing pro- 
liferation of constructs. To this end, I discussed 
the multi-level model of human functioning 
proposed in Sheldon (2004) and suggested that 
this model provides a framework for achieving 
such organization and integration. Drawing from 
this model and also the original “positive psy- 
chology manifesto,” I recommended that posi- 
tive psychology should focus on “personality on 
up”; only there does the term “positive” make 
sense, because positive has meaning with refer- 
ence to human experience. In contrast, positive 
physics, positive chemistry, or positive neurosci- 
ence make less sense as fields of study, except 
insofar as they benefit human experience and 
life. Finally, I attempted to defend positive psy- 
chology against the individualistic bias critique 
by pointing out that truly positive individuality 
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CHAPTER 28. 


is also connected individuality, and that only the 
less admirable forms of Western individualism 
(materialism, narcissism, egocentrism) work 
against positive functioning at the relational and 
cultural levels. These maladaptive forms of indi- 
vidualism are not what positive psychology is 
trying to enhance. 
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To Celebrate Positive Psychology and 


Extend Its Horizons 


Gordon Bermant, Charu Talwar, and Paul Rozin 


Most psychologists will agree that the aims of 
academic psychology are to understand the 
human mind and behavior and to better the 
human condition on the basis of improved 
understanding. But psychologists disagree about 
the best conceptual or methodological frame- 
works within which to pursue their aims. Such 
disagreements are part of the normal develop- 
ment of a discipline. Typically, a successful new 
movement emphasizes a distinct change from its 
predecessors while still accepting many of their 
accomplishments. In other words, movements 
import most of the baggage of their predecessors. 
We do not use baggage in a pejorative sense. We 
intend it to include accumulated knowledge and 
wisdom as well as errors in approach, content, or 
framework. Things that are too revolutionary 
are hard to adopt. Behaviorism was most impor- 
tantly a change in methodology (objective, 
observable responses) in comparison to its pre- 
decessors, and cognitive science adopted much of 
the methodological sophistication of behavior- 
ism as it turned the focus from behavior to 
mind. 

Positive psychology appropriately accepts much 
of the baggage of its predecessors, including the 
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fundamental aims of understanding and practical 
improvement; it also emphasizes respect for 
methodological rigor. On the other hand, positive 
psychology represents a reaction to the prevail- 
ing worldview of clinical psychology. It widens 
the focus of its enterprise in order to understand 
and improve the quality of life of all individuals, 
not only the small proportion who are seriously 
compromised. 

Positive psychology begins with the premise 
that psychology has focused too narrowly on the 
“medical model” of dysfunctional, abnormal 
behavior, and has thereby drained resources from 
efforts to understand how individuals in the 
general population can lead more effective, satis- 
fying lives (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000; Seligman, 2002). In addition to its critical 
stance, positive psychology has opened up new 
areas for study, such as positive emotions, and 
introduced promising interventions. 

It is our view, however, that one of the less 
promising pieces of baggage that positive psychol- 
ogy has brought on board is the focus of research 
on Americans as proxies for all the world’s citi- 
zens. Here we believe that positive psychology 
might wish to incorporate the innovations of 
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another new branch of psychology, cultural psy- 
chology (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett,. 
1999); Kitayama and Cohen, 2007). If it can nur- 
ture a discipline with a more inclusive worldview, 
positive psychology will enhance its constructive 
incorporation of the methods and psychological 
principles that it has inherited without diluting 
the impact of its unique contributions. 

We urge a broadening of positive psychology 
to include respectful, serious study of the norms 
of wholesome living in cultures quite different 
from America’s current culture. Inevitably, this 
leads us to considerations of religion and spiritu- 
ality, topics that much of positive psychology has 
eschewed in favor of a traditionally scientific, 
secular worldview. In other cultures, however, 
the distinctions among religion, philosophy, and 
psychology are not maintained as strictly as they 
are in the European-American context. In our 
view, exporting American norms and concepts of 
well-being to other parts of the world should be 
undertaken, if at all, only after indigenous norms 
and concepts of well-being have been thoroughly 
comprehended and demonstrated to be wanting 
in their own context. Though we believe such a 
demonstration is highly unlikely, we accept the 
possibility of the relevant questions being asked 
in sound empirical fashion. We might discover, 
after all, that the wiser course is to import rather 
than export psychological goods. Or at least we 
may advocate for “psychological free trade” in 
which the barriers to culturally diverse forms of 
wholesome living are eliminated. 

Perhaps it is instructive to notice that, just as 
the seriously mental ill occupy about six percent 
of the American population (Kessler et al., 2005), 
Americans occupy less than five percent of the 
world’s population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 
Perhaps the premise of positive psychology 
should therefore be extended. Just as psychology 
has unwisely focused too closely on the 6% who 
are seriously mental ill in America, it has also 
unwisely focused on the less than 5% of the 
world who happen to live in the USA. 

The main message of this paper is that positive 
psychology should not emulate most of the rest 
of psychology in its emphasis on Americans, 
let alone American undergraduates, but should 
focus on human nature and its growth potential 
around the world. Of course, a few in positive 
psychology have already explored outside of the 
Euro-American world. We are indebted to the 
insights of Ed Diener, and his collaborators, who 
have attended to the measurement of subjective 
well-being across cultures and explored different 
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contributions to the quality of life represented in 
diverse cultural values (e.g. Diener & Suh 2000; 
Suh & Oishi, 2002). 

We have also been very fortunate to have 
Peterson & Seligman’s excellent compendium to 
work with (Peterson & Seligman 2004). The 
authors and their collaborators scoured the world’s 
wisdom literature and psychological information 
to develop their “aspirational classification” of six 
virtues with 24 character strengths nested under 
them. Their work is a reference that will serve the 
field well for decades. The compendium includes 
several valuable descriptions of Asian moral and 
religious thought (see especially pp. 40—46). 
Inevitably, however, the weight and thrust of the 
work is decidedly western; it could hardly be 
otherwise, given its dedication to relying on 
empirical data whenever possible. Also, by explic- 
itly targeting universally acknowledged virtues 
and character strengths, it has understandably 
not included some that may be limited to the 
South and East Asian contexts. 

In what follows we make three basic points. 
First, we present three interrelated goals for 
wholesome living, based largely on South and 
East Asian religions and cultures, which stand 
in some contrast to general normative directions 
of positive psychology as we understand them. 
Second, from these same religions and cultures, 
we will discuss a path (process) for continued per- 
sonal growth throughout the lifespan. Continued 
improvement of the mature adult mind is a more 
important theme in Asian than in Western views 
of optimal living. Finally, we will discuss the core 
idea within positive psychology of building on 
signature strengths, raising some questions 
about this pillar of the field, again from Asian 
perspectives. 


Three Additional and Potentially Central 
Virtues or Strengths 


Three virtues or strengths that derive from Asian 
sources are selflessness, reduced or eliminated 
concern for personal benefit of action, and non- 
attachment to entities or outcomes (for a general 
orientation to the relevant Asian philosophy, see 
Kupperman, 1999). We believe that these terms 
label psychological realities that have real effects 
in the lives of people who live by them or aspire 
to them as opposed to those who do not. They are 
specified most clearly in Asian wisdom/religious 
doctrines and practices, but resonances of the 
ideas are also present in Western teachings. 
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Although these virtues/strengths are embedded 
in religious teaching and practice, they find secular 
expression in the cultures where they are valued. 
As mentioned earlier, in India especially, the sep- 
aration of religious, philosophical, and psycho- 
logical vocabularies is not nearly as rigid as it 
is in the U.S. and elsewhere in the West. (For con- 
venience going forward, when we speak of 
“Asian” religions, we are referring to Hinduism 
and Buddhism. We occasionally contrast these 
with the Abrahamic tradition comprising Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam). 


Selflessness 


Apprehending the correct relationship between 
the perceived self and the world in actuality is at 
the core of Asian wisdom doctrine and practice. 
Famously, Hindu and Buddhist teachings diverge 
over the metaphysics of the self. It may be, how- 
ever, irrespective of that doctrinal divide, that 
there are beneficial psychological consequences 
associated with the traditional practices devel- 
oped to reveal the metaphysical truth to the prac- 
titioner. For the Hindu, glimpsing the truth 
relating atman and brahman may have conse- 
quences for daily life much like those awaiting 
the Buddhist practitioner who apprehends the 
dissolution of self into aggregates that are decid- 
edly impermanent. The “small self” that is appre- 
hended as one with the Universal Self is embraced 
in the world, as is the “small self” that is appre- 
hended as disaggregated into components. 

The mental practice leading to this sort of 
awareness is not available to many—few Asians 
or Westerners leave their homes for the ashram 
or monastery. In the West, meditation retreats 
and similar spiritual luxuries may offer emotional 
consequences and cognitive insights with whole- 
some consequences, and numerous clinicians 
have begun to bring meditation into their thera- 
peutic milieux (e.g Hayes, Follette & Linehan, 
2004). Our emphasis here is somewhat different. 
In Buddhist traditions, wisdom and compassion 
are pre-eminent among attainments or realiza- 
tions of practice, and apprehension of selflessness 
opens the mind to them as two sides of a single 
coin. Positive psychology has listed gratitude, 
humility, and kindness (including compassion) 
as character strengths arising respectively under 
the virtues of transcendence, temperance, and 
humanity. Wisdom is joined to knowledge as a 
virtue comprising five different character strengths 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Without at all dis- 
puting the historical and analytic accuracy of the 
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virtue-character strength classification, we wonder 
whether it creates a guide to wholesome living as 
simple as a calm focus on the self as composed of 
aggregates or part of a larger entity. This sense of 
selflessness is certainly more than just kindness 
or altruism. It is widening one’s focus of con- 
sciousness leading to heightened concern for 
others and their well-being, and a sense of being 
an integral part of a larger entity—or at least not 
one among many mutually impenetrable 
monads. These ideas about selflessness are related 
to, but not the same as, the prominent idea in 
cultural psychology of the independent Euro- 
American self and the interdependent East Asian 
self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 


Subordinating Personal Benefit 


A second, related principle is subordination or 
abandonment of concern for the personal bene- 
fits of one’s actions. The emphasis is on doing 
things because they are right, because they are 
one’s sacred and socially appropriate duties, and 
because they lead to improvement of the rele- 
vant society. Incidentally, such behavior will also 
increase the moral worth of the doer (Menon, 
2009). The point is to be engaged in the present 
and animated by improvement of the moral 
worth of the self and the welfare of the commu- 
nity, but to not be particularly concerned with 
the personal consequences of one’s actions. 

Action without concern or desire for benefit, 
nishkama karma in Sanskrit and Hindi, is a core 
goal of Hindu teaching with a doctrinal founda- 
tion in the Bhagavad-Gita (Rama, 1985). It is 
one component of a cluster of wholesome char- 
acteristics that together constitute karma yoga. 
This teaching has penetrated deeply into modern 
Indian life and, indeed, into Indian organiza- 
tional psychology. 

The use of karma yoga in current Indian orga- 
nizational psychology is seen in the work of 
Venkat Krishnan and colleagues, who call karma 
yoga “the core of the Indian philosophy of work” 
(Madhu & Krishnan 2005). This group's work is 
interesting for several reasons. Some of their 
language demonstrates the blending of religious, 
philosophical, and psychological domains that 
is non-existent in the West. Thus, Madhu & 
Krishnan (2005) rely on the Bhagavad-Gita and 
Tilak’s (1915/2000) interpretation of it to define 
karma yoga as “a technique for intelligently 
performing actions.” They continue that this 
definition “means the same thing” as “a tech- 
nique for performing actions in a manner that 
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the soul is not bound by the effects of the action.” 
Mulla & Krishnan (2006) state further that 
karma yoga describes three essential character- 
istics: “performing action without attachment, 
doing one’s duty, and being neutral to opposites.” 
Being neutral to opposites, a phrase that arises in 
scripture, we interpret as meaning emotional 
equipoise across situations. The authors devel- 
oped a survey for Indian executives that mea- 
sured self-reported absence of desire for reward 
and sense of duty but not emotional equipoise. 
Perhaps the most interesting of their findings 
was the prevalence among Indian executives of a 
commitment to hard work accompanied by a 
relative lack of concern for personal achieve- 
ment. The notion that one would work hard but 
be relatively unconcerned about the personal 
benefits thereof is not one found in American 
business circles or in American life more gener- 
ally. Moreover, the issue of “personal benefits” is 
complex. For example, it is not obvious to us that 
it is entirely wholesome if the sense of duty is 
narrowly defined by employees as what is good 
for the company. Be that as it may, Mulla & 
Krishnan (2006) observe that the normative sep- 
aration between hard work and concern for 
reward led earlier Western observers of Indian 
workplaces to dismiss the Indians as incapable of 
operating in a modern business environment. 
The current rise of Indian commercial successes 
puts the lie to that misconception even without 
bringing the characteristics of karma yoga into 
the discussion. Here seems to be a particularly 
rich area for organizational and positive psychol- 
ogists to do good work in a nuanced, culturally 
aware fashion. 


Non-attachment 


The English term non-attachment is both accu- 
rate and deceptively complicated as a pointer to a 
psychological reality that is revered in Asian 
religious traditions. It covers territory that in the 
original languages is covered by numerous terms 
that are connected but not identical in their ref- 
erents. It is related to nishkama karma (see 
above) but not identical to it. While nishkama 
karma addresses the correct relationship between 
action and reward, non-attachment (e.g. anasakti 
in Sanskrit) carries a sense of letting events go 
past without negative reactions. The Vendanta 
tradition speaks of being in the world but not 
being of it. Traditional Buddhist teaching calls 
for the practitioner to break the wheel of causal- 
ity between craving and grasping, and thus to 
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“let go” of attachment (for a trustworthy introduc- 
tion to traditional Buddhism, see Rahula (1959)). 
Craving may be an indelible part of our biologi- 
cal heritage, but grasping/attaching can be con- 
trolled. Metaphors of entanglement, as webs of 
messy attachments, are used to describe the 
normal human condition of samsara. Dispassion 
or non-attachment is not to be confused with 
disengagement or apathy. There is no nihilism 
hiding in the shadows of non-attachment. Calm, 
focused action is the norm. To the extent that the 
non-attached actor and her act merge (the dancer 
becomes the dance), the connection to the idea of 
flow (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990) is obvious and 
appropriate. 

To conclude this section, we repeat that there 
are lofty virtues/strengths in the Asian wisdom 
literature and practice that emphasize decenter- 
ing of the self, relinquishing concern with per- 
sonal benefit arising from effort, and acceptance 
of life without wasteful emotional response. 
These goals originated among individuals living 
lives of great renunciation. The practitioner's 
intent is to achieve liberation from endless cycles 
of birth and death. Given the seriousness of the 
stakes, the methods of achieving the goal could 
be very demanding; more than a single lifetime 
might be required to arrive at the appropriate 
states of mind (or no-mind). It is only recently in 
the history of these religions, for example the 
last 800 years in the case of Buddhism in Japan, 
that laypeople had more than supporting roles in 
the practices that had become normative among 
monks and nuns. The translation into English 
of important texts and practice manuals has a 
very short history, notwithstanding the apparent 
flood of popular literature now available. It would 
not be wise to jump quickly to the conclusion 
that the “wisdom of the East” should trump the 
values ofthe Western religiousandEnlightenment 
traditions. But it is also unwise to ignore the 
depths of these great traditions in searching for 
the virtues, character strengths, and approaches 
to the sacred that they provide. Positive psychol- 
ogy should embrace this search and play a lead- 
ing role in it. 


Adult Development Toward an Ideal Synthesis 


In Western traditions, adulthood and maturity 
are conceived principally as the consequence of 
prior growth in understanding, resources, and 
wisdom. This process is seen as substantially 
complete in early adulthood. By contrast, in the 
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Hindu tradition especially, there are prescribed 
“paths” along which the mature man is encour- 
aged to move, away from material success and 
achievement toward renunciation and spiritual 
attainment. Something related to this type of 
development in adulthood appears in the view of 
mature adult development espoused by Erik 
Eriksson (1950) in his eight stages of develop- 
ment. However, the idea of major transforma- 
tions of the mature adult holds a special 
prominence in the cultures and religions of East 
and South Asia. In the Hindu and Buddhist tra- 
ditions, the cultivation of wisdom, compassion, 
and equanimity remains an aspiration through- 
out life. 

One feature of the adult path promoted in 
East and South Asian traditions has to do with 
emotion. Recent work by Tsai (2007) on ideal 
affect illustrates the importance of a path of 
emotional development. Tsai’s findings suggest 
that American and East Asian cultures differ in 
their valuation of high-arousal positive affective 
states and low-arousal positive affective states. 
This would mean that while presence of positive 
emotions like excitement, thrill, and enthusiasm 
may give a sense of well-being to individuals of 
a particular culture, the absence of these very 
emotions and the presence of calmness, serenity, 
and equanimity on the contrary may come to be 
experienced as indices of well-being in other cul- 
tures. In a classic and ancient Indian taxonomy of 
emotions, the Natyasastra, peace is listed as one 
of nine basic emotions (Bharata, 1956; Hejmadi, 
Davidson & Rozin, 2000). Ideals of stimulation 
and excitement contrast with ideals of peace, 
contentment, and humility, all of which induce 
gratitude. In this respect, the popular Positive 
and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS) may be lim- 
ited as a fundamental measure in psychology. 
As Suh, Diener, Oishi, and Triandis (1998) have 
noted, adjustment to norms may be relatively 
more important than positive emotions in deter- 
mining well-being in East Asians. One of the 
authors of this paper experienced a similar diffi- 
culty in her work (Talwar, 2010) when she admin- 
istered the Positive and Negative Affectivity 
Scale to a sample of yogic practitioners in India. 
Although these practitioners appeared certainly 
better adjusted and “wholesome,” their subjec- 
tive well-being scores were not very high. This 
calls for designing of better outcome measures 
that acknowledge calmness, peacefulness, and 
equanimity as legitimate indices of subjective 
well-being. Talwar has collected data in India sug- 
gesting that adherence to some of the principles 
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of wholesomeness discussed above, as measured 
by an instrument developed by Bhushan & Jha 
(2005), predicts subjective well-being as mea- 
sured by standard positive psychology measures 
(Diener, Emmons, Larsen & Griffins, 1985). 

Perhaps in the West and Western psychology, 
development is treated as essentially terminat- 
ing at about the point where the American focus 
of research is: the undergraduate years. Freudian 
and other views envision a pretty level adult 
pathway in managing basic biological urges and 
meshing successfully with real-world and cul- 
tural demands from the college years onward. In 
the Hindu tradition in particular, the path from 
middle age into old age should be a major spiri- 
tual quest, in which material concerns are left 
behind in favor of a steadfast effort to connect 
the individual self/soul with the world in its 
entirety. Practical difficulties prevent many men 
from fulfilling this ideal, but the ideal remains as 
an aspiration and inducement to live one’s ear- 
lier life stages so as to be able to realize the aspi- 
ration at the appropriate time. This is certainly a 
prosocial cultural tradition. 

There is no doubt that the metaphor of path is 
central to religious teaching, both Asian and 
Western. Indeed, the path metaphor can become 
a problem in its own right. Some modern 
Buddhist commentators have begun to spell out 
the meaning and the problems associated with 
the metaphor (e.g. Batchelor, 2004; Corless, 1997; 
Magid, 2008; Trungpa, 1987. As metaphor and 
lived reality, the spiritual developmental path 
deserves serious respect and consideration by the 
positive psychology community. In some signifi- 
cant ways, the positive psychology movement, 
with its research and interventions, has begun to 
address the idea of development in mature adults, 
a “path” to a more open mind, a mind more 
appreciative of the blessings it has had the for- 
tune to encounter. 


Is It a Good Idea to Build on 
Signature Strengths? 


The excellent taxonomy of human virtues 
assembled in positive psychology (Peterson 
and Seligman, 2004) is the basis for the idea of 
determining how an individual measures up on 
these virtues (the VIA scale). This scale and pro- 
cedure are important contributions to self- 
knowledge. It is what a person is advised to do as 
a result of examining his or her profile of virtues 
and strengths that may be debatable on cultural 
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grounds. Thus, a core idea in the practice of posi- 
tive psychology is to use the VIA to identify 
one’s “signature strengths” and to organize one’s 
life around building on these strengths. As 
Seligman says (2002), “When you read about 
these strengths, you will also find some that are 
deeply characteristic of you, whereas others are 
not. I call the former your signature strengths, 
and one of my purposes is to distinguish these 
from strengths that are less a part of you. I do 
not believe that you should devote overly much 
effort to correcting your weaknesses. Rather, I 
believe that the highest success in living and the 
deepest emotional satisfaction comes from build- 
ing and using your signature strengths” (p. 13). 
And further, “... I believe in building the good 
life around polishing and developing your 
strengths, and then using them to buffer against 
your weaknesses and the trials that weakness 
brings” (p. 160). 

We consider this to be a reasonable life plan, 
particularly in a Western context, but we are 
much less certain that it is an optimal life plan, 
even in a Western context. 

Seligman (2002) and others in positive psychol- 
ogy appropriately distinguish between talents, on 
the one hand, and virtues with associated charac- 
ter strengths, on the other hand. Among the vir- 
tues, furthermore, some, like the wisdom cluster, 
have at most a weak moral component, whereas 
others, like the humanity and love cluster, occupy 
a central moral position. It seems that we may 
need to be careful to distinguish positive per- 
sonal characteristics with moral content from 
those without moral content. 

We can quickly introduce our concern about 
the advice to build on one’s strengths by observ- 
ing that it opposes the aphorism that a chain is 
only as strong as its weakest link. What wisdom, 
if any, lies in that aphorism? We address this 
question below. Further, just as the aphorism 
may apply in some life domains and not others, 
so the norm of accentuating one’s signature 
strengths at the expense of ameliorating one’s 
weaknesses may also have limited application. 


Ability: The Superstar Ideal (This heading 
should be one level lower than the prior 
one on Signature strengths). 


Let us begin with the talent or ability domain, 
because of the ubiquity of what we will call the 
superstar ideal. In much of the world influenced 
by Western mass media and the values they proj- 
ect, income and fame are understood to derive 
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from being exceptionally good at something. 
Moreover, income and fame are taken to equal 
success. Michael Jordan is rich and famous 
because he was a phenomenal basketball player; 
Meryl Streep is a phenomenal actress. Michael 
and Meryl may or may not be skilled at caring 
for children, creating a PowerPoint presentation, 
or fixing a leaky faucet, but it doesn't matter. The 
rewards and esteem they receive don't depend on 
their being capable “all-round.” There is no 
Oscar category or Hall of Fame niche for the 
jack-of-all-trades who is master of none. It is 
even rare for an individual to achieve “world- 
class” status in two professions or other areas 
of accomplishment. Michael Jordan’s failure at 
baseball is illustrative. 

Individuals who build on a single talent strength 
have become culture heroes by making sacrifices 
to elevate their performances to remarkable 
heights. They typically have built on an initial 
endowment that is beyond ordinary. The income 
that results from the great strength allows them 
to manage the rest of their lives to compensate 
for shortcomings. They can hire people with 
other strengths as needed. In the domain of abil- 
ity, what you are best at is what matters most, 
especially in the West. 

That we honor our superstars comes as no 
news. The question is whether the model that 
applies to superstars should be the cultural norm. 
To put the point briefly, it seems to us that we are 
already at risk of overemphasizing the develop- 
ment of single skills—at the expense of balance. 
We cannot expand on the point here, but we note 
that the critique we propose is aligned with con- 
cerns that we are becoming, or have become, a 
“winner-take-all” society (Frank & Cook, 1996). 

Does an emphasis on equanimity and balance 
lead to more wholesome outcomes? Psychologists 
have discussed the distinction between harmony 
and agency for at least two decades (Markus & 
Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995). There is more 
recent evidence that in comparison to Euro- 
Americans, East Asians are more inclined to 
emphasize self-improvement in abilities or talent 
arenas where they see themselves as unaccom- 
plished (Heine et al., 2001; Oishi & Diener, 2002). 
When given the option of continuing a task or 
switching to another, the likelihood that East 
Asians will continue with the original task is 
inversely related to how well they have done on 
this task. Of course, being versatile was really 
important in our evolutionary history, and cul- 
tures have generally evolved to support more 
specialization. Cultural institutions have moved 
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in this direction; witness for example the decline 
of repertory theaters and the scarcity of doctors 
practicing general medicine. 

We acknowledge that our caveat about build- 
ing on one’s strong abilities may represent a nos- 
talgic nod to human history. It seems that 
increasing population density favors increased 
personal specialization. In urban environments, 
which comprise increasing proportions of the 
world’s population, the advantages of specializa- 
tion may well trump the advantages of versatil- 
ity. Individuals may need to forgo repairing weak 
links in their chains of coordinate abilities. 

But as we move from talents to virtues, and 
especially those virtues that fall within the moral 
domain (“character”), a good case can be made 
that the chain is only as strong as its weakest 
link. This may be in part because the virtues that 
make up character are more dependent on one 
another than the other virtues, or talents. In the 
ability domain, the focus is on successes, on peak 
performance. We are not interested in the aver- 
age 100-meter time of the world champion, but 
rather his or her world-record performance. We 
are not interested in the average quality of 
Mozart's 41 symphonies, but in the great late 
ones. But as it normally plays out, in the domain 
of morality and judgments of character, moral 
failings play a potent role. This is a prime domain 
of negativity dominance (Rozin and Royzman, 
2001). One marital infidelity, one incident of 
cheating, one crime of any sort can spoil our 
assessment of the character of an otherwise vir- 
tuous person. This is, at least in part, because 
immoral actions are thought to be relatively rare, 
and also because one takes them to be diagnostic 
of a strong tendency to commit other moral 
errors. Most legal systems are disinclined to dis- 
count offenses if the offender also has a record of 
morally admirable acts. 

A few psychologists, in the context of trait 
inferences, have noted that outstanding perfor- 
mances are more informative or diagnostic in 
the domain of capacities, whereas failures are 
more informative in the domain of morality 
(Reeder, 1993; Skowronski, 2002). Thus, in terms 
of signature strengths, a person who is “strong” 
on the virtue of honesty but failing in kindness 
might be considered to be less worthy than some- 
one with a modest level of both virtues. This, of 
course, is an empirical question, and one that will 
no doubt vary by culture. Balance at the expense 
of focal excellence in abilities may be unwise, but 
balance in character may be critically important. 
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Traditional Buddhism is unambiguous in 
emphasizing the importance of balance in the 
virtues. For example, the Theravada Abhidhamma 
warns that emphasizing some faculties at the 
expense of keeping balance among them is nega- 
tive and potentially dangerous. This is true even 
though each of the faculties is a positive trait. The 
eight faculties in this classification are faith, 
energy, mindfulness, concentration, wisdom, 
mind, joy, and vitality. An authoritative com- 
mentator on the ancient text says, “if a single fac- 
ulty is developed exclusively while the others... 
are neglected or deliberately suppressed, that fac- 
ulty may come to exercise unbridled control over 
the entire personality... . As in the macrocosm of 
human society so in the microcosm of the human 
mind, those in charge are often tempted to abuse 
their power... the final result is bad: balance is 
disturbed and an obstacle sets in to continuous 
and harmonious development” (Nyanaponika, 
1965, p. 63). The critical issue is whether balance, 
in some or all domains of life, should be consid- 
ered a major virtue at a level equivalent, for 
example, to courage or temperance. It is not clear 
to us that the canonical list of virtues within pos- 
itive psychology gives unambiguous guidance 
about the importance of seeking balance in one’s 
moral characteristics. For example, courage might 
promote building on strength, while temperance 
(with component strengths of self-control, pru- 
dence/discretion/caution and humility/modesty) 
pushes toward balance. 


Conclusion 


We celebrate the reorientation that positive psy- 
chology has produced in psychology and applaud 
many of the specific advances made by this new 
movement. Furthermore, we note that many of 
the interventions developed by positive psychol- 
ogists are oriented to adult development and 
increasing the meaningfulness of life in the jour- 
ney from early adulthood to full maturity. We 
urge positive psychologists to pay more atten- 
tion to the non-Euro-American world. This 
larger world comprises the great majority of 
humanity and offers different perspectives on 
the good life and how to live it. 
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Are We There Yet? What Happened on the 
Way to the Demise of Positive Psychology 


Laura A. King 


“My hope is that positive psychology is a 
movement that will eventually disappear 
because it becomes part of the very fabric of 
psychology ... it will fade precisely because it 
has been so successful” (Diener, 2003, p. 120). 

“ fading need not be taken as a sign of failure. 
If positive psychology is a meaningful step 
toward a more integrated field of psychology, 
one can imagine a time when it will have 
served its purpose...” (King, 2003, p. 131). 
“Although the current spate of interest in 
positive psychology may fade... we see the 
more important possibility being that 
researchers will routinely investigate their world 
from a positive along with a negative frame of 
reference” (Rand & Snyder, 2003, p. 149). 

“.,, the contribution of positive psychology has 
been... to make the self-conscious argument 
that the good life deserves its own field of 
inquiry within psychology at least until the day 
when all psychology embraces the study of 
what is good with the study of what is bad” 
(Peterson & Park, 2003, p. 144). 


A decade ago in the pages of American 
Psychologist, Martin Seligman and Mihaly 
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Csikszentmihalyi (2000), two brilliant scientists 
and prominent scholars, announced the arrival of 
a new movement in the science of psychology. 
Positive psychology was to meant “to catalyze a 
change in the focus of psychology from preoc- 
cupation only with repairing the worst things in 
life to also building positive qualities” (Seligman 
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 5). The breathtak- 
ingly rapid spread of positive psychology sur- 
prised even its founders (Csikszentmihalyi, 
2003). In a very short time, conferences and 
research networks were formed. Scholarly prizes 
were announced. Books gave way to handbooks, 
and courses and textbooks to full-fledged training 
programs, and applied professionals (life coaches 
and consultants). Articles and special issues, in 
turn, gave way to the Journal of Positive Psycho- 
logy, founded in 2006 by Robert Emmons. In 
short order, in many ways, the positive psychol- 
ogy movement gave way to positive psychology, 
the scholarly field. 

Perhaps a strong indicator of the perceived 
power of this movement was that an early cri- 
tique of positive psychology was produced by no 
less a scholar than Richard Lazarus. Among other 
things, Lazarus (2003a, b) decried the movement's 
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bestowal of equal status to positive and negative 
affective states, the prematurity of its promi- 
nence in psychology, and what he perceived to be 
its shaky empirical foundation. Interestingly, as 
illustrated in the opening quotes of this chapter, 
in replies to Lazarus’ critique, a few positive psy- 
chologists (myself included) asserted that his 
concern was not entirely justified, in part because 
the movement would likely go away once its 
mission was fulfilled. In this chapter, I will review 
some of the things that happened on the way to 
this imagined eventual demise of the positive 
psychology movement. I focus first on what 
might well be the best predictor of the field of 
positive psychology’s future: its recent past. 
I address the somewhat surprising relevance of 
positive psychology in a context that differs 
greatly from the one that existed at its inception. 
Second, I examine what happened to happiness 
and consider the future of happiness and unhap- 
piness in positive psychology. Third, I review the 
ways that positive psychology has recreated the 
history of business-as-usual (Rand & Peterson, 
2003; Seligman & Pawelski, 2003) psychology, 
and engage in a bit of wishful thinking in this 
regard. To conclude, I offer some closing 
thoughts on the future of the field of positive 
psychology and its research agenda. 


The Proven Durability of Positive Psychology 


It is perhaps no accident that the positive psy- 
chology movement first gained a foothold at the 
turn of a new century, in a particular historical 
moment: during (what turned out to be the close 
of) a period of relative peace and economic flour- 
ishing. Drawing bold comparisons to Athens 
circa 5 BCE and Victorian England, Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi (2000) suggested that the U.S. 
was at a moment of historic opportunity. They 
described the nation as “wealthy, at peace, and 
stable” (p. 13), suggesting that “the time is finally 
right” for a sea change in the values of psycho- 
logical science. For researchers dedicated to topics 
such as well-being, optimism, hope, gratitude, 
and forgiveness (or individuals with healthy 
401(k)s), these were heady days indeed. 

In some ways positive psychology is like a 
child born into a family of enormous wealth in 
the months before the Great Depression. Just as 
quickly as positive psychology took off, the rest 
of those rosy times began a precipitous decline. 
The intervening years have seen the terrorist 
attacks of September, 11, 2001, the long and 
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profoundly costly wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
the horror of human suffering in numerous nat- 
ural disasters, the emergence of any number of 
saber-rattling dictators with looming nuclear 
weapon technology, news stories of torture, cor- 
ruption, greed, and incompetence, and, most 
recently, nearly unprecedented worldwide eco- 
nomic collapse. In such a context, it is difficult 
to imagine that anyone, even one as bold as 
Martin Seligman, would suggest that psychol- 
ogy ought to focus more on the bright side of 
life. Nevertheless, and importantly, positive psy- 
chology has flourished in these difficult times. 

This durability is due, in no small part, to the 
creativity and dedication of scholars in positive 
psychology whose research has demonstrated 
the value of human strengths and positive capac- 
ities in good times and bad. As an example, after 
the terrorist attacks of 9/11, Fredrickson, Tugade, 
Waugh, and Larkin, (2003) demonstrated that 
positive emotional experiences played a key role 
in the coping of resilient individuals. Likewise, 
Peterson and Seligman (2003) reported on 
changes in character strengths in individuals 
completing surveys before and after the attacks. 
Indeed, the vast majority of progress in positive 
psychology has occurred not in the warm glow 
of the U.S. in 1999 or 2000, but in the rather 
more negative context since. 

In 2000, because things were generally going 
so well, it seemed acceptable to talk about the 
needs of psychologically healthy people and the 
ways that psychological science might enrich 
their already pretty good lives. Ironically, for 
all of Lazarus’ concern about overstepping, 
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) may have 
underestimated the enormous relevance of 
human strengths and positive capacities during 
the most trying of times. A decade later, one can 
hardly imagine that there was a time when the 
value placed on strengths such as hope, opti- 
mism, integrity, fairness, and hard work was ever 
higher. During these myriad crises, when the 
question of how we could possibly go on has 
loomed large, positive psychologists have 
offered empirical answers. 

Surely another reason for the durability of 
positive psychology over the last decade has been 
the fact that many of the research programs that 
were included under the umbrella of the move- 
ment were ongoing for many years prior to the 
movement itself being given a name (e.g, Rand 
& Snyder, 2003). Just as these topics intrigued 
psychologists (and humanity) long before posi- 
tive psychology existed, they will likely continue 
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to do so in the future, within positive psychology 
and otherwise. The true value of human strengths 
is demonstrated in their relevance to times of 
enormous struggle and difficulty. 

It seems hardly controversial to predict that in 
the future positive psychologists will continue to 
explore the functions of human strengths and 
resources in a variety of positive and negative 
events and contexts. Among the various psycho- 
logical resources embraced by positive psychol- 
ogy, one of these, happiness, has (arguably) 
received the most ambivalent treatment. Indeed, 
the place of positive feelings in positive psychol- 
ogy represents a crucial issue for the future of 
the movement and the field. 


What Happened to Happiness? 


Despite its widespread and enduring popular 
appeal, happiness has long been a sore spot for 
positive psychology. A key talking point in the 
early days of the movement was that positive 
psychology is not and would not devolve into 
“happiology” (e.g., Seligman, 2002). Yet, perhaps 
smelling blood in the water on this particular 
point, Lazarus (2003a) claimed that, indeed, the 
positive psychology movement was little more 
than Hoagy Carmichael and Norman Vincent 
Peale redux: The power of positive thinking on 
empirical steroids. 

The response of positive psychologists to this 
particular line of attack was and has been sur- 
prisingly conciliatory—implicitly and explicitly 
agreeing with the central contention that if posi- 
tive psychology were centrally the science of 
happiness, this would, indeed, constitute a fatal 
flaw. For example, some scholars argued that 
happiness (or positive emotion) is but a very 
small part of the agenda of positive psychology 
(e.g., Rand & Snyder, 2003). Others have argued 
against the value of happiness per se, declaring 
war on the apparently shallow lives of cheerful 
people everywhere (Seligman, 2002). Somehow 
a movement meant to highlight the good things 
in life developed a severe case of cherophobia— 
turning away from the central human motiva- 
tion for pleasure. Oddly enough, in ways big and 
small, to use the popular phrase, positive psy- 
chology threw happiness “under the bus.” Over 
the last few years in the pursuit of not being 
happiologists, positive psychologists have 
adopted different names for happiness including 
thriving, flourishing, zest—essentially anything 
but happiness. 
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In their efforts to avoid the dreaded label of 
happiology, some positive psychologists sought 
refuge in something better than happiness and 
found their answer in a division that had been 
brewing in the field of well-being for some years. 
In the years prior to the founding of positive 
psychology, scholars in the area of well-being 
had bifurcated the topic into two different 
approaches and constructs: hedonic well-being 
(positive affect, negative affect, and life satisfac- 
tion; Kahneman, Diener, Schwarz, 1999) and 
eudaimonic well-being (everything else, but 
especially the actualization of potential and the 
experience of meaning and purpose in life; Ryan 
& Deci, 2001; Seligman, 2002). Borrowing 
Aristotle’s (350 BCE/1998 CE) term for the 
happiness that comes from a life of virtue (and 
to the dismay of some objectivist philosophers, 
Woolfolk & Wasserman, 2005), many psycholo- 
gists embraced the notion that the outcome of 
interest for positive psychologists and others 
ought not to be simply happiness but a particular 
kind of happiness, that which emerges as a by- 
product of good acts, or the fulfillment of organ- 
ismic needs (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Hedonic 
well-being has been portrayed as relatively shal- 
low, fleeting, and subjective. Eudaimonic well- 
being, in contrast, represents something deeper, 
less morally ambiguous, and, perhaps, more 
objective (Seligman, 2002). 

My colleagues and I (Biswas-Diener, Kashdan, 
& King, 2009; Kashdan, Biswas-Diener, & King, 
2008; King, 2008) have proposed that this war 
on plain old happiness (ironically from within 
positive psychology itself) is misguided. Here, 
I briefly summarize a few of the problems with 
the rapid emergence of the construct of eudaimo- 
nic well-being (as a happiness that is qualitatively 
distinct from hedonic well-being). First, eudai- 
monic well-being lacks a specific and widely 
accepted definition. Second, hedonic and eudai- 
monic well-being overlap considerably, conceptu- 
ally but especially empirically. Most importantly, 
to date, there is no evidence for a qualitative dif- 
ference between the happiness that emerges 
from so-called eudaimonic activities and the hap- 
piness that emerges otherwise. Rather, these 
activities differ quantitatively in terms of their 
implications for the person’s subjective happi- 
ness. Essentially, people are happier when 
engaged in activities that have been labeled 
eudaimonic (see King, 2008 for a review). What 
stronger argument could there be for the central 
role of happiness in human strengths than evi- 
dence that this variable (plain old happiness) 
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tracks the engagement of our better natures 
(King, 2008)? Certainly, naive scientists recog- 
nize the central relevance of happiness to the 
good life (King & Napa, 1998). Indeed, even a life 
of difficult and taxing work is perceived as more 
desirable if the worker nevertheless enjoys him- 
or herself (Scollon & King, 2004). Further, no 
evidence has emerged supporting the dangers 
of hedonic well-being or even a hedonistic 
approach to happiness (e.g., Peterson, Park, & 
Seligman, 2005). 

At least two aspects of this debate are worth 
noting in terms of their relevance for the future 
of positive psychology. First, importantly, much 
of this debate has occurred within the pages of 
the Journal of Positive Psychology, surely bear- 
ing witness to the openness of the movement for 
divergent views, an enormously healthy sign. 
Second, in some ways, the rejection of happiness 
in favor of eudaimonia speaks to a tension in 
positive psychology between the ordinary and 
extraordinary, a theme that I will return to at the 
close of this chapter. To foreshadow, in my view, 
positive psychology, the field, will be most suc- 
cessful (most enduring and most relevant) if, 
even as it focuses in some ways on human great- 
ness or the “good life,” it remains ever-tethered 
to everyday human existence, and the many good 
lives that are being lived around us every day. 

Certainly a large body of research continues 
to attest to the salubrious effects of good old 
happiness. Positive affective states precede many 
adaptive behaviors and have been shown to pre- 
dict success (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). 
Positive affective experiences have been strongly 
linked to more highfalutin concepts. Enjoyment 
is a central feature of intrinsic motivation and 
flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The strong rela- 
tionship between positive affect and altruism is 
all but inescapable (Batson & Powell, 2003). 
Research has shown that inducing positive mood 
can increase the sense that life is meaningful 
(Hicks & King, 2008; King, Hicks, Krull, & Del 
Gaiso, 2006). A happy day is more often than not 
a meaningful day (King et al., 2006). 

Further, the experience of positive emotions 
appears to be the glue that connects the strength 
of resilience to other positive outcomes 
(Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003). 
Resilient people thrive not in spite of their pleas- 
ant feelings but because of them. Significantly, 
resilient individuals centrally differ from their 
less resilient counterparts not so much in the level 
of negative affect they experience, but in their 
abilities to capitalize on pleasurable experiences 
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when they occur, even in the midst of difficulty. 
Increasingly, garden-variety positive emotions 
have been shown to play a crucial role in resil- 
ience and well-being (Cohn, Fredrickson, Brown, 
Mikels, & Conway, 2009; Fredrickson, Cohn, 
Coffey, Pek, & Finkel, 2008). 

At this point, one might well wonder what 
would be so awful about being happiologists? 
Rather than shirk the label, positive psychology 
would likely achieve major and wide impact by 
unabashedly pursuing the much-maligned 
research agenda of happiology. If recent political 
rhetoric has provided any lesson for the larger 
world, it is that just because an idea can be read- 
ily caricatured does not mean it is wrong. 

The place of life coaches in positive psychol- 
ogy presents an interesting case in terms of the 
overarching ambivalence of positive psychology 
toward happiness. It makes sense that individu- 
als interested in applying positive psychology to 
helping people improve their lives would seek 
out evidence-based foundations for practice in 
the basic findings of positive scholarship. Yet, 
one wonders if a coach would have much success 
building a client base with promises devoid of 
happiness. Perhaps coaches everywhere can take 
heart that even if the goal is eudaimonia, they 
can assure their clients that they can look for- 
ward to feeling happy, in any case. 


The Place of Unhappiness in the Future of 
Positive Psychology 


Clearly, I strongly advocate more research on 
happiness and positive emotional states as a cen- 
tral focus of positive psychology, in part because 
I believe that such research brings us closer to 
the good life as it is lived in the real world. 
However, beyond happiness, I would suggest 
that positive psychology ought to study out- 
comes other than happiness, but in particular 
ways. Just as positive psychology has coura- 
geously confronted the tendency to pathologize 
everyday human behavior, I would like to see a 
research agenda built around a positive psychol- 
ogy of unhappiness, de-pathologizing garden- 
variety negative emotional states. Where is the 
positive psychology righteous anger? Or legiti- 
mate worry? Or the healthy disappointment and 
sadness that emerge from the valiant, if fruitless, 
pursuit of important goals? Exploring the role of 
regret, for example, in healthy maturity and 
development, or the place of suffering in good 
lives, are compelling goals for budding positive 
psychologists. 
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In addition, it would be vital to understand 
those moments when human beings do the right 
thing when it involves the sacrifice of happiness. 
It is no small irony that the construct of eudai- 
monic well-being is often legitimized and vali- 
dated because it relates to hedonic well-being. 
Far more interesting would be investigations of 
activities that are virtuous, principled, and diffi- 
cult that might relate to important outcomes 
that have nothing to do with happiness or that 
are, in fact, negatively related to happiness. 
Where do legitimate losses fit into the positive 
psychology of topics such as disability, trauma, 
or illness? Research on resilience illuminates the 
ways that very good lives are constructed in 
adversity. What are the hedonic costs of a good 
life lived by an individual who sacrifices unself- 
ishly for the greater good? 

Since its inception, positive psychology has 
shared with business-as-usual psychology an 
appropriately strong emphasis on solid empirical 
research. The positive psychology movement 
has provided resources, outlets, and forums for 
scholars interested in topics that might not 
garner much interest in business-as-usual psy- 
chology, not because of lack of rigor but because 
of the very topics of interest. In some ways, 
however, positive psychology can be seen to 
have constructed a parallel psychology, one that 
shares some of the regrettable (and one hopes 
not inevitable) features of business-as-usual 


psychology. 


Business-as-Usual (Positive) Psychology 


In their introduction to positive psychology, 
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) traced the 
emergence of psychology as primarily occupied 
with psychological disorder. They noted that with 
the founding of the National Institute of Mental 
Health, psychologists recognized that their work 
could be funded if it addressed psychological dis- 
orders. Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) 
powerfully asserted that psychologists “came to 
see themselves as part of a mere subfield of the 
health professions, and psychology became vic- 
timology” (p. 6). One consequence of this value 
shift was the proliferation of practitioners over 
academic scientists in the American Psychological 
Association. While the APA certainly remains 
primarily an organization for practitioners over 
scientists, positive psychology has adopted its 
own practitioner guild, life coaches (Seligman, 
2007). While business-as-usual psychology has 
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clinical practitioners, business-as-usual positive 
psychology has coaches and consultants. 

A second, more troubling consequence of the 
founding of NIMH was the subjugation of broad 
scholarly interests to the policies and values of 
federal funding agencies. Certainly this latter 
issue is, if anything, even more pressing today 
than it was in 2000, with the well-known changes 
in funding priorities at NIMH toward severe 
psychological disorders. As a scholar whose fed- 
eral funding was attacked on the floor of the U.S. 
House of Representatives, I speak from experi- 
ence when I say that this situation is of more 
than passing concern. How has positive psychol- 
ogy lifted this difficult yoke? By creating another 
one that surely fits better but is a yoke neverthe- 
less. For, while business-as-usual psychology has 
federal agencies, business-as-usual positive psy- 
chology has benefactors (e.g., the Mayerson and 
Templeton Foundations). 

Although these organizations may have 
research agendas that are more amenable to pos- 
itive psychology, they nevertheless do have 
agendas. Without question, such foundations 
have every right to support research that serves 
their missions. Perhaps it was and will be ever 
thus: the curious scientist straining to fit the 
square peg of science into the round hole of the 
interests of whoever is holding the purse strings. 
And perhaps, from the long view, having funding 
for research on the breadth of human experience 
is best regardless of its sources. 

It may be too much to ask that positive psy- 
chology manage to find its way into the auspices 
of federal funding because, over time, it will have 
proven its usefulness in terms of prevention and 
its wider relevance to human lives. Of course, 
all of psychology (and the behavioral sciences 
more generally) would benefit if the value of our 
basic research were understood and appreciated. 
Until such time, cultivating such benefactor rela- 
tionships will likely continue to be a central goal 
of positive psychology. However, one hopes that 
individuals are ever mindful of the nature of 
such relationships, the overarching importance 
of scientific rigor, and the danger of ideology, 
a threat recognized, rather ominously, by one 
of the founders of the positive psychology 
movement: 


“. . . unfortunately, there is a real danger that 
positive psychology will become to some 
extent an ideological movement. Although 
those of us involved from the beginning are 
resisting this outcome as much as we can, to a 
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large extent the future is out of our hands” 
Csikszentmihalyi (2003, p. 114). 


The specter of ideology does loom when research- 
ers are funded by organizations with wider agen- 
das that are not in keeping with strong science. 
To my mind, the hectoring of happiology is much 
less threatening to the legitimacy of positive 
psychology than the knowledge that even very 
fine research is conducted under the auspices of 
benefactors who support and promote pseudosci- 
ence such as intelligent design or religious tenets 
cloaked as empirical truths. 


Some Concluding Thoughts 


In closing, I would like to address a theme I noted 
earlier, the tension between the extraordinary 
and the ordinary in positive psychology. When 
positive psychology first began, there was, in my 
view, a focus on the far right-hand side of the bell 
curve of positive traits—an emphasis on the 
extraordinary and exceptional, the brightest, 
the most gifted, the genius, not just good lives, but 
the “best lives.” To some extent, for Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi (2000), psychology was missing 
an approach to the reality of human greatness. 
This may well have been the case and might still 
be the case today. However, I would suggest that 
the true future of positive psychology ought to be 
staked not just on the Greats, but on the near- 
greats, the also-rans, and even the dreaded under- 
dogs that Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) 
worried would preoccupy psychology into the 
next 50 years. 

In our preface to the 2001 special section of 
the American Psychologist devoted to positive 
psychology, Ken Sheldon and I offered a some- 
what humble definition of the movement/field 
as “. . . nothing more than the psychology of 
ordinary human strengths and virtues” (p. 216). 
That definition reflects the kind of positive 
psychology I would hope to see in the future— 
research that illuminates the mundane greatness 
of human behaviors in everyday life, the kinds of 
good lives that are constructed by our own moth- 
ers, fathers, friends, the people whose lives we 
encounter and take part in every day. If there 
was a key flaw in business-as-usual psychology, 
it is that, in its focus on psychopathology, it con- 
vinced everyday human beings that it was not 
centrally about them, that it had nothing to 
offer people who were keeping their heads above 
water and their noses clean. Understanding the 
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extremes of positive human functioning is impor- 
tant, but it likewise misses the many people who 
provide the big hump in the middle of the fre- 
quency distribution and risks the same irrele- 
vance to their lives. 

What sort of research agenda am I advocating? 
Among other things, it is one that incorporates 
daily life measured in rigorous ways (e.g., Steger, 
Kashdan, & Oishi, 2008). It allows for the small- 
time heroes of everyday life to share their 
wisdom and insights (e.g., King & Hicks, 2007). 
It incorporates the most sophisticated theories 
and methods in examining self-regulation, goal 
pursuit (Fischbach, Friedman, & Kruglanski, 
2003), and creativity (Friedman & Forster, 2001). 
And it serves the potentially small-stakes long- 
ings of everyday people to experience fulfillment 
and a sustainable sense of well-being (Sin & 
Lyubomirsky, 2009; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 
2007). This positive psychology maintains a 
sense of humility and wonder about the every- 
day folk who provide our data, confident in 
the knowledge that just as we have something 
to offer them, they, still, have much more to 
offer us. 

For my part, I would hope that positive psy- 
chology stays relevant to everyday human expe- 
rience, in theory, methods, and applications. 
Positive psychology would do well to emerge as 
the scientific study of the ordinary and the 
simple that are, simultaneously, the graceful, the 
beautiful, and the wondrous that we see in every- 
day human life. I offer the following words of 
wisdom from William James as inspiration for 
scholars in positive psychology: 


“All Goods are disguised by the vulgarity of 
their concomitants, in this work-a-day world; 
but woe to him who can only recognize them 
when he thinks them in their pure and 
abstract form!” (James, 1890, p. 125) 


Future positive psychologists should take 
James’ declaration as a credo. The very best of 
positive psychology will find those goods, dis- 
guised though they may be in their vulgar trap- 
pings in everyday life. Woe to positive psychology, 
indeed, if it cannot recognize and enthusiasti- 
cally uncover them. By applying rigorous empir- 
ical methods to the goods of this work-a-day 
world, we bring them into sharp relief, providing 
a richer and more accurate portrait of human 
lives and behavior. Herein lies a historic oppor- 
tunity to demonstrate how science can not only 
reduce but also elevate human experience. 
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At the beginnings of positive psychology, 
there was a sense that someday psychology itself 
would be so transformed by the movement that 
the movement itself would cease to exist. So, are 
we there yet? Not quite. In some ways those 
prognosticators quoted at the beginning of this 
chapter were correct in that positive psychology, 
the movement, has perhaps begun to fade. To the 
extent that the field of positive psychology pro- 
motes rigorous research and good practice, it has 
outlived the movement and shows every sign of 
maintaining a healthy relevance to human life. 
The positive psychology movement is dead! 
Long live the field of positive psychology! I wish 
it a long, virtuous, and (especially) happy life. 
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Positive Psychology in Historical and 
Philosophical Perspective: Predicting Its 


Future from the Past 


Dean Keith Simonton 


In this evaluative essay, I am going to examine 
positive psychology from a combined historical 
and philosophical perspective. Perhaps it might 
be better said that I will examine the movement 
from the standpoint of the philosophy of 
history—the scholarly discipline that examines 
the source of change in the course of human 
events. Scholars in this discipline endeavor to 
tease out the “laws” or “lessons” of history, that 
is, the abstract principles or regularities that 
govern the phenomenon. However, my specific 
approach to discerning such generalizations is 
decidedly neither historical nor philosophical. 
Instead, the analyses on which I rely are quanti- 
tative rather than qualitative. In fact, almost 
all of the research reviewed in this chapter will 
be historiometric, a method that applies mea- 
surement and statistical methods to historical 
and biographical data (Simonton, 1990). Some of 
these historiometric studies have been applied to 
the history of science, others to the history of 
philosophy, and still others to the history of psy- 
chology. Taken together they provide a unique 
perspective on the established past and projected 
future of positive psychology as a scientific 
enterprise. 
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To be specific, below I will discuss (a) the long- 
term impact of intellectual extremism, (b) the 
Hegelian dialectic underlying the history of 
ideas, and (c) the Comtian hierarchy of the sci- 
ences. In each case I will review the empirical 
findings and then discuss how those findings 
might be applied to positive psychology. 


The Long-Term Impact of 
Intellectual Extremism 


One fact cannot be denied: Philosophers, scien- 
tists, and other thinkers vary tremendously in 
how much impact they exert on the history of 
ideas. Indeed, some exerted so much influence 
that they have become well-known eponyms. 
Thus in the history of Western thought we can 
speak of ideas that are Socratic, Platonic, 
Aristotelian, Epicurean, Augustinian, Thomist, 
Baconian, Cartesian, Lockean, Kantian, Comtist, 
Marxist, Freudian, Hullian, Piagetian, Skinnerian, 
and so on. But what are the origins of these 
phenomenal differences? Why are Aristotle, 
Descartes, and Kant so much better known than 
Xenocrates, Henri du Roy, and G. Cocceji? 
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Empirical Findings 


The issue just raised has been addressed in 
two separate historiometric investigations. 
Although these studies examined two rather 
divergent kinds of intellectual contributions, 
both studies identified a common predictor of 
long-term impact. 

Study 1: 2,012 philosophers from Western 
civilization (Simonton, 1976). The first investi- 
gation began with a very large sample of think- 
ers from the Western intellectual tradition (from 
Sorokin, 1937-1941). The sample extended 
back to the ancient Greeks and extended to 
the early 20th century—essentially from Thales 
to Bertrand Russell and virtually everybody 
between. All 2,012 philosophers were then scored 
on a highly reliable indicator of long-term influ- 
ence (see also Murray, 2003; Simonton, 1991). In 
addition, a team of professional philosophers 
had already assessed these individuals on the 
positions they advocated on seven major issues: 
(a) source of knowledge (empiricism, rationalism, 
mysticism, skepticism, criticism, or fideism), 
(b) nature of reality (materialism or idealism), 
(c) the reality of change (eternalism or temporal- 
ism), (d) the status of abstract ideas (nominalism, 
realism, or conceptualism), (e) the relation 
between the individual and society (singularism 
or universalism), (f) the status of freedom (deter- 
minism versus indeterminism), and (g) the basis 
of ethical life (happiness, principles, or love). 
These assessments were then used to define sev- 
eral potential predictors of a thinker’s long-term 
impact, such as the breadth, consistency, and 
extremism of the belief system; the fit between 
the thinker’s positions and the prevailing philo- 
sophical zeitgeist; and the degree of ideological 
diversity evinced by the thinker’s contempo- 
raries. Furthermore, several contextual factors 
were created, such as political fragmentation, 
political instability, and role-model availability 
(taken from Simonton, 1975). 

Although a multiple-regression analysis 
yielded lots of significant results, I would like to 
concentrate on just one: intellectual extremism. 
Those thinkers who had the greatest impact on 
the history of ideas were those who became 
known for extreme positions (Simonton, 1976). 
By “extreme” I mean that they advocated views 
located at the tails of the distribution. Such ideas 
are both rare and far above or below the average. 
For example, rather than argue for a dualistic 
view that reality consists of both mind and 
matter, the thinker might defend an extreme 
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monistic idealism (e.g, George Berkeley) or an 
equally extreme mechanistic materialism (e.g., 
Thomas Hobbes). Thinkers who attempt to 
put forward more middle-of-the-road, even 
conciliatory viewpoints will tend to pay the 
penalty of greater obscurity. Moderation 
means mediocrity—at least in terms of long- 
term impact. 

Study 2: 54 eminent psychologists (Simonton, 
2000). One might be inclined to dismiss the fore- 
going finding as irrelevant to the matter at hand. 
After all, this chapter is devoted to the discussion 
of positive psychology, not positive philosophy 
(albeit I'll discuss the latter soon). Even so, a second 
historiometric study conducted almost a quarter 
century later suggests that high-impact psycholo- 
gists operate according to the same fundamental 
principle (Simonton, 2000). The investigation 
began with a sample of 54 eminent psychologists 
born between 1801 (Gustav Fechner) and 1919 
(William Estes). The sample included representa- 
tives of every major subdiscipline (physiological, 
comparative, cognitive, personality, developmental, 
educational, social, clinical, etc.) and major school 
(Structuralism, Functionalism, Behaviorism, 
Gestalt, Psychoanalytic, Humanistic, etc.). 

On the basis of 232 expert evaluations, each of 
these 54 had been previously assessed on six 
theoretical and methodological orientations 
(Coan, 1968, 1979). These dimensions may be 
described as follows: (a) objectivistic versus sub- 
jectivistic (emphasis on observable behavior 
versus emphasis on subjective experience; e.g., 
Watson, Pavlov, Skinner, and Hull versus Jung, 
Brentano, Adler, Piaget, Fechner, and Janet); 
(b) elementaristic versus holistic (emphasis on 
molecular or atomistic analysis versus emphasis 
on molar analysis; e.g., Spence, Titchener, Estes, 
Hull, Wundt, Pavlov, and Skinner versus 
Goldstein, Koffka, G. Allport, Lewin, and Rogers); 
(c) impersonal versus personal (emphasis on the 
nomothetic, deterministic, abstract, and tightly 
controlled versus emphasis on the idiographic, 
emotional, and the unconscious; e.g, Hull, 
Skinner, Titchener, and G. E. Müller versus 
Rorschach, Adler, Jung, Janet, G. Allport, and 
Charcot); (d) quantitative versus qualitative 
(emphasis on mathematics, statistics, and preci- 
sion versus emphasis on qualitative attributes 
and processes; e.g., Estes, Thurstone, Spearman, 
Binet, and Ebbinghaus versus Freud, Charcot, 
Wertheimer, Sullivan, and Köhler); (e) static 
versus dynamic (emphasis on the normative and 
stable versus emphasis on motivation, emotion, 
and the self; e.g, Wundt, Mach, Fechner, 
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Spearman, and Kiilpe versus McDougall, 
Mowrer, Freud, and James); and (f) exogenist 
versus endogenist (emphasis on environmental 
determinants and social influences versus 
emphasis on biological determinants and hered- 
ity; e.g, Skinner, Angell, Hull, Rogers, and 
Watson versus Galton, Freud, Hall, McDougall, 
and Cannon). 

Factor analysis revealed that these six orienta- 
tions can be consolidated into a single dimension 
that contains a natural-science orientation at one 
end and a human-science orientation at the other 
end (Coan, 1979; Simonton, 2000). That is, the 
factor pits objectivistic, elementaristic, quantita- 
tive, exogenist, impersonal, and static psycholo- 


gists against their subjectivistic, holistic, 
qualitative, personal, endogenist, and dynamic 
colleagues. 


The big question was then: How does place- 
ment along this inclusive factor correspond with 
a psychologist’s long-term impact? The answer 
clearly required some measure of influence on 
the field of psychology. This assessment was 
obtained by means of the number of citations 
that the 54 had received in the psychological 
literature in the 1970s and 1980s (Simonton, 
2000). Although all of these psychologists are 
certainly famous, some clearly have more impact 
than others. At one extreme, Freud averaged 
1,271 per year over the period of assessment, 
whereas at the other extreme Kiilpe (who?) aver- 
aged only 16. Does the natural- versus human- 
science dimension help explain this differential? 
If so, which pole is favored? 

The answer is pretty amazing: Although 
there is a tendency for human-science-oriented 
psychologists to receive more citations than 
natural-science-oriented psychologists, in fact 
the relation is best described by a U-shaped 
curve! Psychologists with the highest impact are 
those who take an extreme stance on this dimen- 
sion. Their theories and methods tend to be 
either extremely objectivistic, elementaristic, 
quantitative, exogenist, impersonal, and static or 
extremely subjectivistic, holistic, qualitative, 
personal, endogenist, and dynamic. As an exam- 
ple, consider the nature-nurture issue, which is a 
special case of the endogenist-exogenist contrast; 
psychologists are most likely to exert long-term 
impact if they argue for either nature or nurture 
rather than some complex combination of both. 
Think of Francis Galton versus John B. Watson. 
Can you conceive a psychologist of equal stature 
who argued for an integrated nature-nurture 
perspective? 
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Application: The Long-Term Influence of 
Positive Psychologists? 


Two separate historiometric inquiries have shown 
that the advocacy of extreme positions tends to 
enhance a thinker’s long-term influence. How 
does this apply to positive psychology? I believe 
that one can reasonably argue that positive psy- 
chologists, from the very outset of the move- 
ment, have taken an extremist stance. In essence, 
proponents have put together a research pro- 
gram that encompasses everything good about 
Homo sapiens while excluding everything bad— 
or even just plain ordinary—about our species. 
This distinctive characteristic can be directly 
inferred from various handbooks and special 
journal issues (see, e.g., Baumeister & Simonton, 
2005; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Keyes 
& Haidt, 2002; Seligman & Peterson, 2004; 
Snyder & Lopez, 2002). More specifically, the 
standard topics include happiness, all the virtues 
and upbeat personality traits, and even special 
abilities like leadership, creativity, giftedness, 
and genius, all the while excluding psychopa- 
thology, stress and hassles, aggression and vio- 
lence, hatred, prejudice and discrimination, and 
even such neutral psychological phenomena as 
attention, memory, and language. 

What renders this positive-only emphasis 
most problematic is the often implicit assump- 
tion that these good things all go together. It’s as 
if researchers are endeavoring to discover the 
recipe for the all-around human greatness. Yet 
for good or ill, human nature is far more complex 
and finely nuanced than that. For instance, Bacon 
(2005) has proposed that positive psychology 
actually consists of two contrasting cultures, one 
stressing “balance strengths,” such as wisdom, 
and the other emphasizing “focus strengths,” 
such as creativity. These two strengths may not 
necessarily co-occur, and even may be antitheti- 
cal (cf. Simonton, 2008a). Nowhere is this antith- 
esis more apparent than in the creative genius 
(Simonton, 2008b). Although we cannot exactly 
say that genius is always associated with mad- 
ness, that statement contains more truth than 
to say that genius-level creativity is associated 
with higher mental health and subjective well- 
being. The higher the degree of creativity 
a person displays, the greater is the likelihood 
that he or she will display symptoms that 
are more characteristic of psychopathology 
(Simonton, in press-a, 2009b). That empirical 
fact cannot be ignored by any comprehensive 
human psychology. 


56 
57 


58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
67 
68 
69 
70 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
76 
77 
78 
79 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
86 
87 
88 
89 
90 
91 
92 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
98 
99 
100 
101 
102 
103 
104 
105 
106 
107 
108 
109 


setting in recto 
pages 


10/8/2010 5:55:28 PM 


nun AeA UNBE 


450 PART X. SUMMARY PERSPECTIVES 


Positive psychologists may not necessarily 
agree with the foregoing analysis. Yet if that 
analysis is correct, then positive psychology's 
long-term impact will be reinforced rather than 
undermined. Exclusive focus on the good is itself 
good. 


The Hegelian Dialectic Underlying 
the History of Ideas 


Now let us turn to an entirely different historical 
and philosophical question. It is evident that the 
history of ideas is a narrative of change. Modern 
thinkers do not advocate the same positions as 
those advocated by thinkers in the Middle Ages, 
just as the latter proposed ideas that departed 
significantly from the philosophies of Classical 
Greece. Hegel (1832/1952) suggested that such 
changes can be explicated in terms of a dialectic 
process. The process begins with a specific thesis. 
This thesis would then provoke the emergence 
of the antithesis, an intellectual reaction to the 
thesis. The juxtaposition of thesis and antithesis 
would then stimulate the appearance of a syn- 
thesis that integrates the two contrary positions. 
Yet the Hegelian process does not end there. The 
synthesis then becomes a new thesis, and the 
history of ideas continues to manifest change as 
a consequence (albeit Hegel himself saw this 
process terminating in his own set of beliefs). 
This Hegelian dialectic has some interesting 
implications for understanding positive psychol- 
ogy. But before I discuss those implications, let 
me first examine the available evidence on behalf 
of this historical mechanism. 


Empirical Findings 


The same data on more than two thousand phi- 
losophers discussed earlier can be analyzed dif- 
ferently (Simonton, 1978). Rather than scrutinize 
individual differences in eminence, we can assign 
the thinkers to 20-year generational periods so 
as to discern the ups and downs in various philo- 
sophical beliefs. This tabulation has already been 
carried out by Sorokin (1937-1941; who also 
weighted the counts according to the differential 
eminence of each thinker). The resulting genera- 
tional time series can then by subjected to 
analytical methods that determine how the pre- 
vailing beliefs in one generation influence the 
dominant beliefs in the next (Simonton, 1984). 
A historiometric investigation applying these 
methods obtained some suggestive results, namely, 
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that such cross-generational influences actually 
operate for a large number of philosophical beliefs 
(Simonton, 1978). 

To offer but one example, suppose that one 
generation features a large number of philoso- 
phers who argue for skepticism, the epistemo- 
logical position that says that truth cannot be 
known. Then the next generation tends to display 
a marked increase in the number of thinkers who 
espouse fideism, the position that says that 
knowledge can be based on faith alone, thus 
bypassing the need for empirical or rational sup- 
port. Here skepticism can be considered the thesis 
and fideism the antithesis. Admittedly, because 
this investigation was not specifically designed to 
identify occurrences of a Hegelian dialectic, it did 
not look for a synthesis of these two rival episte- 
mologies. On that possibility I can only cite 
evidence that great philosophers may be those 
who synthesize contrary intellectual positions 
(Simonton, 1976). For instance, Kant integrated 
Locke’s empiricism, Hume’s skepticism, and the 
idealistic rationalism of Kant’s continental pre- 
decessors. Kantian philosophy was a synthesis. 

In any event, it remains true that the philo- 
sophical views of one generation can stimulate 
philosophical reactions in the next. Hence, the 
above results can be taken as tentative support 
for the hypothesized Hegelian process. 


Application: From Positive Psychology to 
Synthesized Psychology? 


It is easy to offer concrete illustrations of this 
historical mechanism. Thus, Plato’s otherworldly 
rationalism was followed by the more this-worldly 
empiricism of Aristotle, his one-time pupil. The 
history of psychology is also replete with instances. 
The introspectionist school of psychology repre- 
sented by Wilhelm Wundt and Edward Titchener 
provoked an antithesis known as behaviorism, ini- 
tially led by James B. Watson. The cognitive revo- 
lution that occurred some decades later might 
even be considered a synthesis, combining the 
interest in mind with more objective research 
methods. Another example is the emergence of 
humanistic psychology, which was a reaction not 
only to behaviorism but to psychoanalytic theory 
besides. Behaviorism and psychoanalysis shared 
a lack of interest in personal freedom, values, and 
consciousness. 

So what about positive psychology? One 
response is that the very existence of a “positive” 
psychology implies a “negative” psychology. 
Presumably, the discipline had placed so much 
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emphasis on the bad that it had become neces- 
sary to counter one extremist position with 
another. By adding human strengths to human 
failings, psychology would acquire a more bal- 
anced view of human nature. If negative psy- 
chology is the thesis, and positive psychology 
the antithesis, then what will be the synthesis? 
Will it be a neutral psychology that combines 
and integrates both positive and negative fea- 
tures of human nature? 

Yet there’s another way to examine this ques- 
tion. Rather than view positive psychology as 
an antithesis, we might see it as a special kind 
synthesis: the integration of the concerns of 
humanistic psychology with the methods of 
mainstream experimental and correlational 
psychology. Although the humanistic psycholo- 
gists tended to emphasize human virtues and 
strengths, their research was most prone to be 
qualitative and even holistic--more akin to the 
human sciences than to the natural sciences. 
In contrast, positive psychologists have investi- 
gated many of the same topics using psychomet- 
ric, experimental, and survey methodologies. 
Nevertheless, we still must anticipate some 
eventual integration with the subject matter 
of “neutral” and “negative” psychologies. 
Otherwise positive psychology may become 
increasingly marginalized within the field, much 
as happened to humanistic psychology. 


The Comtian Hierarchy of the Sciences 


In an earlier remark I mentioned the existence of 
a positive philosophy. It would make life easier if 
positive philosophy is to philosophy what posi- 
tive psychology is to psychology. Unfortunately, 
the adjective “positive” is used in two different 
senses. In the philosophical case, positive is the 
adjective form of positivism. The latter term has 
a broad- and narrow-sense meaning. Broadly 
speaking, positivism is the doctrine that sensory 
data must be the only admissible source for 
human knowledge. Narrowly speaking, positiv- 
ism is the philosophical system advanced by the 
French philosopher Auguste Comte (Martineau, 
1853/1893). 

Comte’s system included a philosophy of 
history. In that philosophy, history consisted of 
three stages: the theological (gods and spirits), 
the metaphysical (abstract rational principles), 
and the positive (i.e., modern empirical science). 
More interestingly, in the positive stage the 
sciences were said to emerge according to a 
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defined hierarchy: astronomy, physics, chemistry, 
biology, and sociology. To a psychologist, the 
absence of psychology is conspicuous. Worse 
still, Comte’s specification also was based on ana- 
lytical rather than empirical considerations (see 
also Bliss, 1935; Gnoli, 2008). Accordingly, I now 
wish to report an empirical (positive) inquiry 
into the placement of psychology within a hier- 
archy of the sciences (Simonton, 2004). 


Empirical Findings 


Cole (1983) was the first researcher to investi- 
gate the empirical support for a hierarchy but 
failed to introduce the appropriate statistical 
analyses. As a consequence, he incorrectly con- 
cluded that there was no evidence for a hierar- 
chical arrangement (Simonton, 2002). Later I 
conducted a more elaborate analysis that incor- 
porated a large supply of criteria that should dis- 
tinguish a discipline’s place in the hierarchy 
(Simonton, 2004). These criteria included both 
positive and negative indicators. The former con- 
sisted of citation concentration, citation immedi- 
acy, early impact rate, knowledge obsolescence 
rate, anticipation frequency, peer evaluation con- 
sensus, graph prominence, and rated disciplinary 
hardness, whereas the latter consisted of peer con- 
sultation rate, theories-to-laws ratio in textbooks, 
age at receipt of the Nobel prize, and lecture 
disfluency in introductory courses (for variable 
definitions and data sources, see Simonton, 2004). 
Making suitable provision for missing values, the 
factor and correlational analyses established a 
clear-cut hierarchy for the following five sciences: 
physics, chemistry, biology, psychology, and soci- 
ology. Significantly, the two physical sciences are 
clustered closer together than they are to biology, 
and biology is closer to psychology than it is to 
chemistry, but the gap between psychology and 
sociology is larger than that between any other 
pair of disciplines. 

Later it was shown that a discipline’s place- 
ment on this hierarchy was correlated with the 
dispositional traits and developmental experi- 
ences of the scientists who practice within that 
discipline (Simonton, 2009a, 2009b). In other 
words, the dimension has a psychological basis. 
For the most part, physical scientists differ psy- 
chologically from biologists in the same way that 
biological scientists differ from psychologists 
and the latter differ from sociologists. Indeed, 
there is strong evidence that this hierarchical 
arrangement can be extended into the humani- 
ties and even the arts. Creators at the top of the 
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hierarchy are more likely to be emotionally 
stable, conventional, and objective; they create 
products that are more formal, logical, and con- 
strained by a well-defined disciplinary consen- 
sus, or paradigm. Creators at the bottom of the 
hierarchy are more likely to be emotionally 
unstable, unconventional, and subjective; they 
create products that are more intuitive, expres- 
sive, emotional, and individualistic. Respective 
developmental experiences reinforce these con- 
trasts. For example, those at the top more likely 
come from highly conventional, stable homes 
and demonstrate exceptional academic attain- 
ments, whereas those at the bottom more likely 
come from unconventional, unstable homes and 
exhibit lesser scholastic success. 

What is equally fascinating is that these dif- 
ferences also operate within a given scientific 
discipline (Simonton, 2009a, 2009b). Each sci- 
ence consists of subdisciplines that may lie 
higher or lower along the underlying dimension 
relative to the science as a whole. Within the 
behavioral sciences, for instance, scientists closer 
to the natural-science end tend to be realistic, 
objective, orderly, stable, conventional, conform- 
ing, interpersonally dependent, passive, and 
reactive, whereas those closer to the human-sci- 
ence end tend to be more cognitively complex, 
imaginative, creative, changing, nonconforming, 
participative, active, purposive, autonomous, 
and individualistic (Johnson, Germer, Efran, 
& Overton, 1988; Suedfeld, 1985). This intra- 
disciplinary contrast within psychology closely 
matches the inter-disciplinary contrast between 
the physical sciences and psychology (Chambers, 
1964; Roe, 1953). In fact, some subdisciplines of 
psychology may be more proximate to the phys- 
ical sciences than to mainstream psychology. 
This is probably the case for Skinnerian behav- 
iorism (Cole, 1983). 

In sum, the hierarchical model handles not 
just the obvious differences between separate 
disciplines ranging from the sciences to the arts 
but also the more subtle contrasts within specific 
disciplines (Simonton, 2009a, 2009b). 


Application: Positive Psychology’s Status as a 
Scientific Discipline? 


In light of the preceding findings, one must 
inquire where positive psychology fits on the 
dimension underlying the hierarchical organiza- 
tion of the sciences. The most obvious interpre- 
tation is that the movement represents a shift 
toward the human-science side of psychology. 
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As such, positive psychology represents a subdis- 
cipline that lies lower in the hierarchy. That is, in 
comparison to mainstream psychology, the prac- 
titioners of positive psychology have moved away 
from the natural sciences and toward the social 
sciences and humanities. Because positive psy- 
chology incorporates scientific research methods, 
this shift is certainly not as great as witnessed in 
the earlier humanistic psychology movement. 

To some positive psychologists, the foregoing 
conclusion may seem like a negative appraisal. I 
seem to be saying that the movement is less sci- 
entific than “negative” or “neutral” psychology. 
But that judgment is not necessarily negative. To 
see why, consider the following three points: 

First, although the hierarchical model orders 
disciplines according to rigor, objectivity, and 
consensus, it also inversely ranks disciplines 
according to other values. Most notably, the dis- 
ciplines lower in the hierarchy tend to display 
more creative freedom (Simonton, 2009b). 
Artists exhibit more creativity than scientists, 
and social scientists exhibit more than natural 
scientists. So in this sense positive psychologists 
should be displaying more creativity than their 
psychological colleagues farther up in the hierar- 
chy. So long as a practitioner does not suffer 
from excessive “physics envy,” this asset may 
offset any deficits regarding the criteria underly- 
ing the hierarchical arrangement. 

Second, it may be useful to cast this assess- 
ment in terms of Kuhn's (1970) distinction 
between the practitioners of normal science, who 
follow the received disciplinary paradigm, and 
the revolutionary scientists who challenge that 
paradigm. If positive psychology can then be 
viewed as a revolutionary movement rebelling 
against a negative psychology paradigm, then it 
would be expected that positive psychologists 
would move down the hierarchy (Simonton, 
2009b). Scientific revolutionaries must be more 
creative than practitioners of normal science, and 
thus will have more affinities with creators in 
disciplines closer to the humanities and arts. 
For example, scientific revolutionaries are more 
disposed toward psychopathology than are sci- 
entists who conform to the given paradigm 
(Ko & Kim, 2008). 

Third, and last, it must be emphasized that 
there are good reasons why disciplines array 
themselves along the hierarchy the way they do. 
Most strikingly, disciplines lower down the hier- 
archy must grapple with phenomena that are far 
more complex and subtle than typically holds 
for disciplines higher in the hierarchy. This 
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increased complexity and subtlety pose more 
challenges, reducing the latitude for logical rigor, 
objectivity, and disciplinary consensus. The only 
way a psychologist can be as rigorous and objec- 
tive as a biologist is to introduce some variety of 
reductionism, such as a focus on the biological 
bases of behavior (e.g., behavior genetics, cogni- 
tive neuroscience, evolutionary psychology). 
Psychologists who want to study human 
strengths and virtues do not have this option. 
These phenomena are inherently more complex 
and subtle. 


Conclusion: The Future of Positive Psychology 


In this chapter I have examined positive psychol- 
ogy from three historical-philosophical perspec- 
tives. I began with the research on the long-term 
impact of a thinker’s ideas. Citing historiometric 
inquiries on both philosophers and psycholo- 
gists, I showed that high-impact thinkers are 
more prone to advocate extremist positions. 
From there I discussed whether positive psychol- 
ogy can be considered to have taken an extremist 
stance. The next perspective originated in Hegel’s 
philosophy of history. In particular, I discussed a 
generational time-series analysis that scruti- 
nized how the philosophical commitments of 
one generation can affect those of the succeeding 
generation. These tentative findings led to a dis- 
cussion of whether positive psychology repre- 
sents an antithesis or a synthesis. The third 
perspective grew out of Comte’s hierarchy of the 
sciences. After reviewing the evidence for this 
hierarchy, and indicating how the hierarchy can 
account for within-discipline contrasts as well as 
encompass the humanities and the arts, I then 
addressed the question of where positive psy- 
chology is placed in the disciplinary configura- 
tion. Although I concluded that positive 
psychology is positioned lower in the hierarchy 
than is mainstream psychology, I also presented 
three reasons why this should not be considered 
a bad outcome. 

So where does all this leave positive psychol- 
ogy? It’s difficult to say. A lot depends on exactly 
how the movement is positioned in the history 
of psychology. Can it really be considered an 
extremist position? Should it be viewed as an 
antithesis or synthesis? Does it count as a scien- 
tific revolution? If so, will it motivate a new and 
more integrative paradigm for psychological 
inquiry? Perhaps these questions can only be 
granted secure answers in retrospect, after we 
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learn how the story comes out. Even so, I believe 
one prediction is secure: Positive psychology is 
here to stay. It may have a short past, but it will 
most likely have a long future. 
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Appendix 


Akumal Manifesto 


Authors: Ken Sheldon, Barbara Eredrickson, 
Kevin Rathunde, Mike Csikszentmihalyi, and 
Jon Haidt. This manifesto was originally created 
during the Akumal 1 meeting in January 1999. 
See http://www.ppc.sas.upenn.edu/akumalman- 
ifesto.htm for more information. 


1. Definition 


Positive Psychology is the scientific study of 
optimal human functioning. It aims to discover 
and promote the factors that allow individuals 
and communities to thrive. The positive psychol- 
ogy movement represents a new commitment 
on the part of research psychologists to focus 
attention upon the sources of psychological 
health, thereby going beyond prior emphases 
upon disease and disorder. 


2. Goals 


To meet these objectives, we must consider 
optimal functioning at multiple levels, including 
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biological, experiential, personal, relational, 
institutional, cultural, and global. It is necessary 
to study a) the dynamic relations between pro- 
cesses at these levels, b) the human capacity to 
create order and meaning in response to inevi- 
table adversity, and c) the means by which “the 
good life,” in its many manifestations, may 
emerge from these processes. 


3. Applications 


Potential applications of positive psychology 
include: 


Improving child education by making 
greater use of intrinsic motivation, 
positive affect, and creativity within 
schools 

Improving psychotherapy by developing 
approaches that emphasize hope, meaning, 
and self-healing 

Improving family life by better 
understanding the dynamics of love, 
generativity, and commitment 
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Improving work satisfaction across the 
lifespan by helping people to find authentic 
involvement, experience states of flow, and 
make genuine contributions in their work 
Improving organizations and societies by 
discovering conditions that enhance trust, 
communication, and altruism between 
persons 

Improving the moral character of society by 
better understanding and promoting the 
spiritual impulse within humans. 


4. Implementation of Goals 


In order to create the optimal conditions for the 
flourishing of positive psychology, we propose 
the following: 1) The circle of researchers who 
call themselves positive psychologists should be 
broadened, funded, nurtured in their career 
development, and kept in close contact. 2) We 
must produce useful and inspiring products, such 
as articles, books, and effective interventions. 
Specific strategies for bringing about these ends 
include: 


a) The formation of “Positive Science” research 
networks. Each network would include 
members from several social sciences. 
Below are three emerging network foci: 

e Positive subjective states. What 
characterizes and promotes optimal 
experiencing? 

* The good life/good person. What 
characterizes and promotes admirable 
persons and lives? 

e The good society (including groups such 
as families, corporations, and 
communities). What characterizes and 
promotes fully functioning groups? 


It is recommended that networks have a chair- 
person, but no permanent members. Potentially 
interested scientists will be invited to participate 
in specific activities. Networks will select con- 
crete tasks to work on, such as designing inter- 
ventions to foster moral development in late 


childhood. 


b) Fostering contact among positive scientists: 
e Holding at least one large meeting per 
year in a positive location conducive to 
the development of new insights and 
collaborations 


32_Sheldon_Appendix.indd 456 


® 


c) 


a 
New 


(e) 
wm 


OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST-PROOF, 08/10/2010, GLYPH 


e Maintaining a current positive psych 


listserv: positive-psychology@lists.apa.org 50 


* Supporting special topical meetings (in 
addition to those of the networks 
described above). It may be useful to 
schedule more than one subgroup 
meeting in the same time and place to 
facilitate cross-fertilization. 


Facilitation of funding for positive 
psychology researchers. Senior members of 
the Akumal group are taking the lead in 
identifying and contacting interested 
foundations. As one example, the Templeton 
Foundation has created a yearly prize for the 
most innovative research done in positive 
psychology by young scientists. 


Finding high-profile outlets for promoting 
positive approaches. Current and upcoming 
publications include: 

e A special issue of the American 
Psychologist, which appeared in January 
2000, in which senior researchers explore 
the applicability of positive perspectives 
within their work (edited by Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi) 

e A special section of the American 
Psychologist on positive psychology, to 


62 


appear in March 2001, in which researchers 76 


describe their emerging research findings 
that are relevant to positive psychology 
(edited by Sheldon & King) 

e A forthcoming book series on subtopics 
within positive psychology (edited by 
Aspinwall & Staudinger) 

e A forthcoming Handbook of Positive 
Psychology (edited by Snyder & Lopez) 


Fostering the careers of positive 
psychologists: As practitioners of positive 
psychology rise in prominence, so does the 
field. Positive psychologists should: 

e Be willing to host graduate students from 
other universities in post-docs or 
short-term visits 

e Invite positive psychologists to present 
colloquia at their universities 


Spreading positive psychological principles 
and perspectives to the broader public. For 
example, positive psychology might be 
incorporated into high school psychology 
curricula or within public health initiatives. 
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